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PREFACE 
Bellow's treatment of the family has aroused interest 
among critics since the beginning of his literary career. 
Some critics have maintained that Bellow's fiction shows 
the disintegration of the family. Some dissenting critics, 
however, have contended that Bellow's fiction shows the 
hero receiving emotional and spiritual sustenance from 
the family. 
Bellow's late fiction aroused my interest in his treat-
ment of the family and I found in my reading that Bellow 
continually endorses the sacredness of family relationships 
and exposes, with unerring precision, those traits of 
personality and erroneous attitudes which hinder the 
proper fulfillment of family relationships. 
I also found that Bellow's advocacy of family cohe-
sion has been present in his work from the beginning of 
his career. The distinctive feature of his late fiction 
is that his advocacy of family solidarity has become more 
and more insistent. 
His critical writings have substantiated my hypothesis. 
All his writings reveal that his feelings for family and 
society are the inevitable product of his world view and 
of the American literary tradition to which he belongs. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
That the family is pervasively present in Saul Bellow's 
fiction is obvious to any careful reader. A number of 
critics have commented on Bellow's treatment of the family 
in his fiction. Some of these comments are perceptive and 
illuminating, whereas others appear to be one-sided, if not 
flagrantly imperceptive. Some critics have studied the re-
lationship between the protagonist and his parents; others 
have discussed the protagonist's relationship to his broth-
ers and sisters. A number of critics have commented on the 
relationship between the protagonist and women--wives, ex-
wives, and mistresses--while some others have studied the 
relationship between the protagonist and his children. 
There is a lack of critical consensus regarding Bellow's 
treatment of the family. Moreover, no full-length work 
dealing with the whole gamut of family relationships in 
Bellow's entire oeuvre has yet appeared. Molly Stark 
Wieting, in 1969, and Bessie Michael, in 1970, have dis-
cussed the pattern of family relationships more elaborately 
than many other critics who have made brief general state-
ments about the topic. However, since Wieting and Michael 
have made their studies, Bellow, the protean artist, has 
1 
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written books in which newer patterns of family relation-
ships are discernible, warranting a fresh investigation 
of Bellow's opinions regarding the family. 
This study will show that, contrary to what some 
critics believe, Bellow's works do not demonstrate that the 
family as an institution is disintegrating or decaying, and 
that Bellow shows images of family cohesion and endorses 
the sacredness of family relationships. It will be seen 
that though the treatment of the family varies from book to 
book, there is an underlying pattern in Bellow's thoughts 
about the family. It will be seen that Bellow exposes with 
unerring precision those factors which obstruct the proper 
fulfillment of family relationships. He also suggests that 
the protagonist needs the family, because the family is 
still capable of ministering to the protagonist's spiritual 
needs. And the protagonist needs more and more this minis-
tration and sustenance the family has to offer because he 
lives in an age when many of the ancient pillars of faith 
are crumbling. 
Some critics have felt that Bellow shows the disinte-
gration of the family. For example, Rueben Frank, writing 
in 1954, states that the theme of the disintegration of the 
family can be seen in The Adventures of Augie March, as 
well as in his two earlier novels, The Victim and Dangling 
1 Man. Irving Malin, writing in 1958, recognizes the central 
position of the family in Bellow's fiction, but he also 
feels that the Jewish family is decaying: 
3 
The family is at the heart of Bellow's fiction; 
it is the 'holy centre' of values . . Family 
closeness has always been important in Jewish 
literature, not only in our century, but in 
. . 2 
ancient times. 
Malin further states that in the biblical lives of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, one can discern the close rela-
tionship between father and son. The prevalent belief in 
ancient Jewish culture was that, just as the Jews followed 
the Heavenly Father, the Jewish son would follow the earthly 
father. Even when there was conflict between the father 
and the son, the kinship between them ultimately asserted 
itself. The woman in the ancient Jewish family did not have 
a very important role. Onlv in the literature of the last 
hundred years has the Jewish woman changed her role and 
become authoritarian and meddlesome. In fact, her new 
role contributes to the already decaying family structure 
(Malin, p. 56); 
Earl Rovit also makes some significant generalizations 
about Bellow's treatment of the family: 
Typically, his [Bellow's] protagonists are prod-
ucts of fairly sizable families; frequently one 
parent is dead or institutionalized. In their 
maturity the protagonists tend to live apart 
from their brothers and sisters, to marry one or 
more times, and to sire children on all their 
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wives. But what is more to the point is that they 
are Rfamily-mindedtt people. Reluctantly accept-
ing the obligations of marriage and fatherhood, 
they make sporadic efforts to understand and im-
prove their relationship with their wives, they 
search the faces of their nephews and nieces for 
family likeness, and they are subject to sudden 
overwhelming seizures of love for those who are 
connected to them by ties of kinship. And yet, 
in a perverse way, they manage to evade attach-
ment to even their most intimate relatives and 
friends. 3 
It is impossible to agree with those critics who main-
tain that Bellow's novels demonstrate the breakdown of the 
family. In fact, it is possible to take the three novels 
that Rueben Frank mentions as demonstrating the disintegra-
tion of the family and find in them images of family cohe-
sion. Indeed, The Adventures of Auoie March and The 
Victim show the enduring nature of the family as an institu-
tion. In Dangling Man, the protagonist is temporarily 
alienated from his wife because of his sudden deterioration 
as a social being. However, he succeeds in regaining the 
original beauty and normality of his wedded life once he is 
reconciled to society. Moreover, while it is possible to 
aqree with Malin that the family is at the heart of Bellow's 
fiction, it is necessary to add that Bellow's fiction does 
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not demonstrate the decay of the Jewish family. Also, • J... l L. 
is not out of perversity (as Rovit suggests) that some 
Bellovian protagonists evade attachment to their most in-
timate relatives. In fact, a profound spiritual turmoil 
forces the Bellovian protagonist to be alienated, not only 
from his family, but also from society. During this phase 
of alienation, the protagonist takes stock of his life 
situation. In fact, he can be most alone when he is in the 
midst of other people. Through his efforts to understand 
himself, the protagonist usually finds a solution to his 
spiritual problem. He then re-establishes his relationship 
with both his family and society. 
Rovit has made another critical pronouncement which 
requires some modification. He asserts, 
The "family" comes into actual existence only 
when the protagonist desires contact or aid; 
otherwise, except for the subplots in The 
Victim (in many ways, Bellow's most unchar-
acteristic novels) and in Mr. Sammler 1 s Planet, 
family obligations exert no real demands on the 
protagonist. ( Ro vi t , p . 14 7 ) 
It is difficult to see, in the first place, why Rovit con-
siders The Victim an "uncharacteristic" Bellow novel. In 
fact, most of Bellow's protagonists are, in a sense, victims 
of their temperaments, of their inherited past, and often 
of the greed and neuroses of uncongenial life partners. 
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One can add at least The Adventures o~ Augie ~arch and The 
Dean's December, and the important short story "A Silver 
Dish" to the list of exceptions that Rovit makes to his 
generalization. As Richard Chase puts it, "As Bellow is 
always showing, their [the Bellow heroes'] very adaptability 
lays them open to forms of tyranny--social convention, a 
job, a father, a lover, a wife, their children, everyone 
4 
who may want to prey upon them." 
It is necessary to sift some other imoortant conclu-
sions that Rovit reaches: 
In other words, the idea of familv has much the 
same force in Bellow's work as does religion. 
It intrudes itself on the present as an ironical-
ly unusable past. It compels the memory of a 
way of life in which personality seemed not to 
be fragmented and isolated; in which men were 
integral parts of a congenial whole, able to 
share their griefs and joys spontaneously and 
directly, instead of carrying them onerously 
on their shoulders. But more than a memory, it 
is also an unattainable standard of moral obli-
gations. ( Ro vi t , p . 14 7 ) 
Actually, the Bellovian protagonist tries to recreate the 
family cohesiveness which he witnessed in his childhood. 
While some other adult members of the family seem to have 
outgrown the intense family feelings (often the reality 
is exactly the opposite), the Bellovian protagonist feels 
an urgent need to cling to the ways of loving prevalent 
7 
in his childhood. Sometimes, especially in the late novels 
such as Mr. Sammler 1 s Planet and The Dean 1 s December, the 
protagonist is seen to live up to his own ideals of family 
life. One reason for this tenacity is that the Bellovian 
protagonist (usually he is Jewish) doesn't want to part 
with his heritage. 
Louis D. Rubin rightly asserts that Jewish ghetto 
life, both in Europe and in other large American cities, 
was traditional, familial, and closed. When the Jew 
entered the mainstream of modern, secular American life 
and could have unrestricted participation in a community 
of power and influence, he felt the need to redefine and 
reassert his highly developed spirituality and intellectu-
ality. He could not forget his identity. 5 The implication 
is that the Jew could not lose sight of the traditional 
Jewish family structure. Bellow also shows that his pro-
tagonists cannot but owe allegiance to the traditional 
Jewish concept of the family. 
Molly Stark Wieting has asserted that the Bellovian 
protagonists are alienated from family and humanity and 
are finally reconciled to both: 
Like the world in general, his [the 
protagonist's] father usually adheres to 
harsh, materialistic values and rejects what 
he considers his son's immature and unrealistic 
approach to life. His mother, on the other 
hand, represents in his mind the humanity and 
love that he longs to find. Thus his refusal 
to accept the harshness of the world and his 
insistence on his own personal vision are sym-
bolized by his rejection of his father and his 
fondness of the memory of his mother. 
And just as his alienation was symbolized 
by a family relationship, so is his reconcili-
ation. This time he is reunited with his family 
through a reunion with a brother or a brother 
substitute. 6 
Wieting also mentions that there are some exceptions to 
her generalization. When one considers the novels Bellow 
published after Wieting's study was completed, one finds 
that these exceptions proliferate. In Bellow's late work, 
there is at least one exception to the pleasant mother-son 
relationship. Moreover, some protagonists are never 
alienated from their fathers at all. Even those protagon-
ists who are alienated from their fathers have, despite 
the differences of opinion, considerable affection for 
their progenitors. 
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The protagonists' fathers are sufficiently individu-
ated. Their characters and roles vary from one work to 
another. On a rare occasion, the father may be a deserter, 
but the grown-up sons do not hate his memory. Moreover, 
the protagonist may have a father whose ideology the pro-
tagonist later discards, without showing any disrespect 
to his memory. Also, the protagonist may have a father 
whom he may not admire, but he still loves him. Another 
kind of father is the thief. Though the son dislikes the 
father's crime, nevertheless he loves the unworthy father. 
Sometimes, the father is very harsh, in the sense that he 
wants the son to get a good job and prove himself worthy. 
In such cases, the father is usually harsh with the son 
for the son's own good. Under his severe discipline, the 
son may groan, but the son also feels love for such a 
father. The excessively selfish or materialistic father, 
such as Dr. Adler in Seize the Day, is indeed very rare 
in Bellow's fiction. Some of the severe fathers have 
toiled incessantly only to feed the many mouths in their 
families. A responsible father like this is assisted in 
his endeavors by a wife who is a true helpmate in every 
sense of the term. The Bellovian protagonist can never 
forget this kind of affectionate mother; nor can he forget 
the hardship of the original family and the intense loving 
and parental sacrifice that he witnessed as a child. How-
ever, a mother who is normally kind may become somewhat 
cold towards her grown-up son if he fails to satisfy her 
financial needs. This last phenomenon is very rare and, 
even where it occurs in Bellow's works, the mother is 
seen to be entirely dependent on the son. 
9 
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The relationship between the protagonist and his 
brothers is both complex and highly interesting. Mark 
Harris points out, 
Joseph, Augie, Henderson, Herzog, Charlie 
Citrine--all, all are later sons overwhelmed by 
older brothers. Older brothers are rich, 
encouraging the dependence of the later son. 
They offer lavish material rewards for obedience 
and conformity. They tempt their younger 
brother, exploiting him as they exploit everyone 
else; they use him. They rescue him from dif-
ficulties brought upon himself by his own pas-
sionate act or intellect, and thereby they enjoy 
. d' . 7 vin ication. 
This generalization needs some modification. For example, 
in The Victim, the protagonist Asa Leventhal is the elder 
brother, and he develops an unambiguous and totally self-
less affection for his younger brother who is merely a hum-
ble workman. Augie March has differences of opinion with 
his elder brother, Simon, but Simon does not use him; he 
only wants Augie to succeed in life in the manner which he, 
Simon, considers to be possible or proper. In fact, Augie 
is inordinately devoted to Simon, and even the elder 
brother shows symptoms of affection for the younger brother. 
Herzog is never used by his successful brothers, Will and 
Shura; on the contrary, though they recognize Herzog's 
differences from them, they are always ready to extend a 
helping hand to Herzog when he faces any problem. Thus, 
Patrick Morrow is right in saying, "Two of the more ad-
mirable Bellow heroes, Herzog and Augie, have a cohesive 
family, capable of giving its members some rhetoric of 
self-assurance and values for defense and enrichment. 118 
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In fact, the Bellovian protagonist may have differences of 
opinion on major issues with a brother, but ultimately, 
motivated by brotherly love, the brothers succeed in bridg-
ing the gap to a considerable degree. Frederick J. Hoff-
man's judgment is therefore balanced: "[A]lmost all of 
Bellow's novels contain this family circumstance of the two 
brothers divergently interested and ambitious, alternately 
clashing with each other or trying to reach across their 
differences to each other. 119 Thus, we see Citrine's elder 
brother Julius wanting to help Citrine, and for a large 
span of time, Julius has actually done so. Joseph's 
relationship with Amos has periods of misunderstanding, 
but even they are reconciled with each other at the end of 
Dangling Man. 
The protagonist normally has a harmonious relationship 
with his sister, but there are exceptions. That a sister 
can exploit a brother can be seen in The Last Analysis. 
Sometimes, a sister may be motivated by self-interest, 
even while she is ostensibly trying to do some good for 
the protagonist. However, the self-interest may be inter-
twined with some genuine love for the brother. 
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Another critic, Leslie A. Fiedler, has commented on 
the protagonist's relationship with his family. Fiedler 
asserts, "The typical Bellow protagonist is the man whose 
wife has left him or has gone off to her mother's, the man 
t . t h . d'. . ,,lo re urning o a ouse in isoraer. Fiedler further com-
ments that the typical Bellow protagonist is 
essential man, man stripped of success and 
belongness [sic], even of failure; he is man 
disowned by his father, unrecognized by his son, 
man without woman, man face to face with him-
self, which means for Bellow face to face not 
with a fact but a question: "What am I?" To 
which the only answer is: "He who asks! 1111 
This is generally true; however, it can be seen that the 
pattern of family relationships varies from novel to novel. 
The protagonists are individuated; they are placed in 
various situations; and they are endowed with various 
kinds of life history. Joseph is different from Asa; 
Augie is different from both; and Dean Albert Corde is 
different from all of them. This is just a representa-
tive sampling. Of the four protagonists mentioned here, 
Asa and the Dean enjoy a happy relationship with their 
spouses. Joseph is alienated from his spouse for a pro-
tracted period, but even he is reconciled to her at the 
end. Augie, after his marriage, has some misunderstanding 
with his wife, but as the novel comes to an end, Augie and 
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his wife Stella are gradually but surely eradicating the 
sources of their conflict. On the other hand, there are 
some protagonists--Tommy Wilhelm, Herzog, and Charlie 
Citrine-~whose alienation from their spouses is so complete 
that they have to sever their links with them and start 
looking for congenial women. 
Discussing the protagonists' relationships with their 
wives, W. M. Frohock suggests, "All have trouble dealing 
with women who, on the whole, do not sound very hard to 
deal with, and each in his own special way has a talent 
.t= • d d ' th th 0 II 12 or saying an oing e wrong ing. It is true that 
the Bellovian hero often aggravates the conflict with his 
spouse, but it is difficult to accept the idea that the 
women with whom the protagonists develop some conflicts 
are not "very hard to deal with." 
In fact, when the Bellovian protagonist establishes 
a family of his own, he finds that his expectations of 
happiness are often unfulfilled. The reason is that there 
is some basic incompatibility between him with his ideal-
istic yearnings and his spouse who is materialistic, un-
feeling, cruel, or neurotic. Moreover, an uncongenial 
spouse is almost invariably of a lesser stature than the 
protagonist's affectionate and self-sacrificing mother 
whose image never fades from his memory. Victoria Sullivan 
states, 
Women are very important to him [the Bellovian 
14 
protagonist], but he often finds them strange, 
illogical, and disturbing. They represent one 
more pressure on his already overburdened psyche. 
He is a man who finds it difficult to love; his 
marriages fail; he is a weekend father. His 
relations with the opposite sex are fraught with 
t . d . 13 ension an pain. 
This study will show that the protagonist is sometimes 
happily married. If the protagonist is unhappily married, 
he decides to break the marital relationship and then he 
goes from mistress to mistress in search of happiness. 
When his efforts do not succeed, he tends to reach stasis 
by clinging to a simpler level of life. He may end up 
living a life all by himself. And if he has a mistress 
clinging to him (and this time it is the kindly mistress 
who orbits the protagonist as a solitary satellite), the 
progatonist's relationship with her ends up being clearly 
defined, reasonable, and within limits. He may end up 
deciding to marry a mistress whom he likes, but the 
machination of his ex-wife (from whom he may not be 
divorced) may prevent him from marrying her. Some pro-
tagonists may be perverse enough to create difficulties for 
good spouses, and one protagonist even divorces a good 
spouse, only to regret it later. One protagonist has an 
affair with a good mistress, even while he has a good wife, 
and then rejects both and marries a cruel and neurotic 
15 
woman who nearly succeeds in doing him in. The Bellovian 
protagonist, however, never accepts defeat, and from one 
kind of domestic misfortune to another, he ?roceeds, hoping 
to reach a point of stasis, where he may find peace and 
happiness. 
It is necessary to note that the Bellovian protagonists 
whose homes are once or twice broken by divorce never for-
get their children. Such a protagonist is full of schemes 
to bring up the children in a proper manner. When he 
thinks of marrying again, he wonders whether the new wife 
will take kindly to the children of his previous marriage. 
Citrine fears that his excessively vicious ex-wife may 
desert his children the moment she wins a lawsuit and gets 
what she wants from him. When Herzog wants to remarry, 
he wonders whether he will be able to give a new home to 
these deserted children of his previous marriage. 
The Bellovian protagonist may have children who are 
not yet adolescents. Most of them are loving and docile. 
If the protagonist is divorced, these children miss their 
father. On the other hand, an aged ?rotagonist may have 
unruly children, almost invariably sons. These rebellious 
sons are of two categories. One type of rebellious son, 
even while trying to do things his own way, still feels 
that his father should enlighten him about life, should 
give him guidance, and should hand him down clear concepts 
which he may use. The other kind of son is purely materi-
alistic and malevalent; all that a son like this wants is 
16 
his share of the father's money. If the son is frustrated 
in getting what he wants, he may even turn against his 
father, humiliating and saddening him in the process. 
Although there are, thus, various kinds of family 
relationships in Bellow's fiction, it is clear, as Denis 
Donoghue indicates, that "The only mode of society which 
Bellow's men take seriously is the family. 1114 In fact, the 
Bellovian protagonist can never repudiate his original 
family. He may be happily settled in a family of his 
own, searching heaven and earth to establish one after his 
first attempts have failed, or, failing in that, he may 
have reached a momentary point of rest, taking stock of his 
life situation before making the next attempt. In any 
case, it is safe to assert that Bellow has emphasized the 
beauty and importance of family relationships right from 
the beginning of his career. He has also shown the factors 
which create tensions and discords within the precincts of 
the family. Especially in his latest lovel, he has shown 
the protagonist and his wife, each once-divorced, attaining, 
because of their wisdom and enlarged sympathies, peace and 
happiness in their conjugal life. Theirs is the ideal 
relationship which Bellow obviously endorses. 
This study concerns itself with a detailed analysis 
of Bellow's treatment of the family in four selected novels, 
The Victim, Seize the Day, The Adventures of Augie March, 
and Henderson the Rain King. However, before this analysis 
is undertaken, it is necessary to discuss briefly some of 
17 
Bellow's other principal works. In the next chapter, the 
salient features of these principal works will be pointed 
out. The various patterns of family relationships that we 
discover will definitely prove that Bellow considers the 
family not only vital, but that he sees it as an indispen-
sable insitution, the cornerstone which sustains the whole 
edifice of human society. Finally, this study will con-
clude with a discussion of the tradition that Bellow be-
longs to and with Bellow's views on the nature of the 
predicament that modern man is confronted with, the ele-
ments in human nature which can help man in overcoming his 
problems, the ideal nature of man's relationship to his 
immediate family, and the ideal nature of man's relation-
ship to the entire family of man. 
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CHAPTER II 
BELLOW'S PRINCIPAL OTHER WORKS 
A chronological analysis of Bellow's principal other 
works, namely, Dangling Man, Herzog, Mr. Sammler's Planet, 
Humboldt's Gift, and The Dean's December, reveals the 
evolving nature of Bellow's ideas regarding the family. 
Moreover, a chronological study of some important short 
stories, "A Trip to Galena," "By the Rock Wall," and "A 
Silver Dish" and two short plays, "The Wrecker" and 
"Orange Souffle" also reveals some significant aspects of 
family relationships. 
In his first novel, Dangling Man, Bellow shows how 
indispensable the family is for the protagonist. His 
latest novel, The Dean's December, reiterates the same 
truth while also demonstrating how an overall development 
in family relationships can take place. 
Chester E. Eisinger has suggested that the relation-
ship between Joseph and his brother Amos in Dangling Man 
"is ambiguous: it is never severed but it is always un-
easy and almost always hostile. 111 Actually, Joseph is 
reconciled with Amos, Iva, and all the members of his 
family towards the end of the novel. This reconciliation 
takes place after he decides to request the draft board 
20 
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to SlliLUTI.on him to service. His dissatisfaction with Amos 
is caused by his dissatisfaction with his niece Etta, whose 
upbringing is so faulty that she judges a man by his pos-
sessions, even when the man happens to be her own uncle. 
Bellow makes it quite clear that such materialism is false 
and undesirable, both within and outside the family. 
Joseph's crisis starts when he is inducted into the 
army and leaves his job at the Inter American Travel Bureau. 
Lack of regular employment takes him further and further 
away from the orbit of society. It is during such turmoil 
that the Bellovian protagonist tends to get alienated from 
the original family or his own family or from both. This 
alienation is an indication of the hero's spiritual turmoil, 
and his subsequent reconciliation with the family shows 
the hero's returning health, mental growth, and new-found 
spiritual poise. 
When he is in turmoil, Joseph is distant from his 
wife Iva, though· she is a devoted wife and looks after and 
provides for him. In the past, Joseph had plans to estab-
lish a "'colony of the spirit,' or a group whose covenants 
forbade spite, bloodiness and cruelty. 112 At Harry 
Servatius' party, Joseph finds that a jealous friend of 
Minna hypnotizes her and pinches her arm. This cruelty 
punctures his faith in "the colony of the spirit." 
Towards the end of the novel, Joseph succeeds in regaining 
faith in the Brotherhood of Man, but during his crisis, he 
considers only his wife's weaknesses, and he is oblivious 
to her strengths: 
Eventually I learned that Iva could not live in 
my infatuations. There are such things as 
clothes, appearances, furniture, light enter-
tainment, mystery stories, the attractions of 
fashion magazines, the radio, the enjoyable 
evening. What could one say to them? Women--
thus I reasoned--were not equipped by training 
to read Jacob Boehme for ten years without 
diminishing their appetite for them; you might 
teach. them to admire Walden but never convert 
them to wearing old clothes. (DM, p. 98). 
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But Iva had provided for him, without any rancor, all 
the time he waited for the draft call. Her only complaint 
is that for months and months he has not shown any interest 
in her. Gradually, he admits that he and Iva do not con-
fide in one another. He even creates occasions to quarrel 
with her. He then develops a clandestine relationship 
with a woman named Kitty Daumler. Later, he finds that 
the strain of leading a double life is too much for him. 
He learns to accept limits in sexual relations with women 
and parts from Kitty Daumler, after explaining to her that 
his relationship with her will never exceed the limits of 
decent friendship. Afterwards, when Joseph tries to meet 
Kitty in her apartment, he finds her entertaining a male 
friend, and returns home humiliated. Later, he is 
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reconciled to his wife Iva. Already, we find the protagonist 
of Bellow's first novel instinctively groping towards the 
ideal of a monogamous marriage which Dean Albert Corde, the 
mature, sixty-year-old protagonist of Bellow's latest 
novel, The Dean's December, confirms. 
During his crisis, Joseph cannot appreciate the normal 
loving relationship between spouses. He doesn't like his 
mother-in-law, Mrs. Almstadt. But Mr. Almstadt normally 
does not criticize his wife. On a visit to his father-in-
law' s house, Joseph one day asks Mr. Almstadt, "How did you 
ever manage to stick out [with Mrs. Almstadt] so long, Mr. 
Almstadt?" (DM, p. 21). The old man's perspective is not 
distorted; therefore, he is justifiably perplexed and angry 
at this question. 
As his alienation intensifies, Joseph realizes that he 
doesn't have either character or resource enough to use 
his freedom. In fact, his character deteriorates during 
the period of his enforced idleness. He realizes, 
I had not done well alone. I doubt whether 
anyone could. To be pushed from oneself out the 
very facts of simple existence in doubt. Perhaps 
the war could teach me, by violence, what I had 
been unable to learn during these months in the 
room. Perhaps I could sound creation through 
other means. Perhaps. But things were now out 
of my hands. The next move was the world's. 
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I could not bring myself to regret it. (DM, 
pp. 190-91) 
As Joseph requests the draft board to summon him to service, 
his character improves, and his attitude toward the whole 
world changes. He is reconciled with all his relatives. On 
the eve of his departure, he meets his and Iva's relatives 
and bids farewell to them. His changed attitude to Iva is 
revealed when he admits that he is sorry to leave her. 
Another hero, Herzog, faces trouble when his second 
wife, Madeleine, indulges in adultery with his insincere 
friend, Valentine Gersbach, who is a married man with a 
son. The explanation that Herzog gives for leaving his 
first wife Daisy is that his relationship with Daisy bored 
him. With Daisy, Herzog's life had respectability, sta-
bility, order, and purpose. Daisy was a conventional 
Jewish woman: "Stability, symmetry, order, containment 
were Daisy's strength. 113 Herzog admits that he brought 
out the worst in Daisy by his own irregularity and turbu-
lent spirit. It is obvious that there is something in 
Herzog that makes it impossible for him to appreciate even 
the good qualities which Daisy possesses, though it is 
equally true that Daisy's good qualities oppress Herzog 
precisely because they are excessive. 
Unless the protagonist finds happiness in marriage, he 
breaks the relationship, though he may later regret his 
decision. His regret arises out of the fact that he cannot 
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blame the spouse for the incompatibility; she simply fails 
to satisfy him in spite of her good qualities. It was 
probably Herzog's dissatisfaction with Daisy that drove him 
into the arms of his Jaoanese mistress Sono Oguki. Sono 
was kind to Herzog, and, unlike Madeleine, she was entirely 
undemanding: 
Sono asked for no great sacrifices. She did not 
want me to work for her, to furnish her house, 
support her children, to be regular at meals or 
to open charge accounts in luxury shops; she 
asked only that I should be with her from time 
to time. But some people are at war with the 
best things of life and pervert them into fanta-
sies and dreams. (~, p. 173) 
Though Sono offered Herzog sensual pleasure and affection, 
and though she went out of her way to make him happy, she 
failed to win a commitment from him. One reason was that 
she could not offer him intellectual sustenance. She 
didn't know much about his idealistic yearnings. Herzog 
was also stirred by notions of his Jewish superiority. 
Once, during a visit to her apartment, Herzog wondered 
what he, with his Jewish heritage, was doing between the 
dirty green sheets of a Japanese girl. One cannot blame 
Sono for what she had to offer; unfortunately, like Daisy, 
she couldn't engage the whole man. The Bellovian protagon-
ist rarely makes major compromises in marriage. He must 
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find repose in marriage like a dove in its nest; otherwise, 
he goes on endlessly in quest of the right woman. 
Later, Herzog makes a calamitous choice by marrying 
Madeleine, who is entirely unsuited to him. Madeleine 
herself admits that she is somewhat abnormal. Herzog knew 
her carnally even before he married her. That she is a 
split personality can be seen right from the beginning. 
After she makes love to Herzog at night, she is distant 
from him in the daytime. In the morning, she puts on the 
make-up of a middle-aged lady, so as to make some amends 
for her backsliding (she is a recent convert to Catholicism). 
Whatever love she has for Herzog gradually disappears in the 
course of the marriage. 
After his marriage to Madeleine, Herzog feels that he 
has made a fresh start in life. Herzog does everything he 
can to satisfy her, but the course of the marriage shows 
that a spouse who is greedy, crafty, cruel, and neurotic 
can only make it impossible for her husband to be happy with 
her. There is not much stability in Madeleine. To satisfy 
her, Herzog quits his academic position and goes to the 
countryside. After one year, Madeleine is dissatisfied 
with life in the country and wants Herzog to go back to 
Chicago. She also wants Herzog to get a job for Valentine 
Gersbach, her partner in adultery. After another year, 
Madeleine suggests to Herzog that they ought to be divorced. 
Madeleine tells Herzog that she had never loved him 
and that she will never do so. Madeleine is not only 
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ungrateful, she is also treacherous, because it is only 
after she makes him sign a lease for a house that she tells 
him about her decision to divorce him. Herzog points out 
Madeleine's desire to hurt him. He feels that what 
Madeleine longs most to do is to "strike a blow" (~, p. 8). 
Dr. Emmerich's verdict also reveals the same essential 
truth about her: "She's a violent, hysterical woman" (H, 
p. 14). 
Herzog also comes to learn about Madeleine's selfish-
ness. During one of her crises with Herzog, Madeleine 
tells him that she is still young, beautiful, and full of 
life. She asks, "Why should I waste all on you?" (H, p. 21). 
When Herzog remembers this statement, he scrawls, "A bitch 
in time breeds contempt" (~, p. 21). 
After her break with Herzog, Madeleine and Valentine 
spread the rumor that Herzog's sanity has collapsed. They 
also consider whether Herzog can be committed to an institu-
tion. Madeleine is so duplicitous that she makes people 
believe all her slander about Herzog. Madeleine had com-
plained to her Aunt Zelda that Herzog was overbearing, 
gloomy, and demanding. She complained that he brooded a 
lot, that he had to have his own way, and that he wore her 
out, asking for help and support. 
However, Herzog's version is that he became reckless 
only after Madeleine threw him out. About Madeleine, 
Herzog tells Aunt Zelda, " ... She's sick. She's a 
diseased woman--I took care of her" (~, p. 37). After his 
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bitter experiences, Herzog makes a devastating comment about 
womankind: "Will never understand what women want. What 
do they want? They eat green ~~lad and drink human elood" 
(g, pp. 41-42) The implication is that women prey on their 
men. Herzog would be nearer the truth if, instead of con-
demning women in general, he were speaking only about 
Madeleine, his sick ex-wife. 
Herzog declares that Madeleine's intention was to take 
his place in the learned world, that is, to overcome him. As 
a result, he was writhing under her "sharp elegant heel" 
(~, p. 76). Bellow clearly shows that competitiveness within 
marriage can only produce disastrous consequences. Herzog 
has no doubt about Madeleine's utter lack of compassion: 
"Oh, Shapiro, the victor of Waterloo drew apart to shed 
bitter tears for the dead (slain under his orders) . Not so 
my ex-Missis" (H, p. 76). Toward the adulterer Valentine, 
Herzog's attitude is one of utter disgust. 
Moreover, since he feels that Madeleine has damaged 
his masculinity considerably, Herzog wonders how he can 
attract other women and regain his self-respect. At this 
juncture, Herzog develops an affair with kind, sensual 
Ramona. She listens patiently to Herzog's account of his 
excruciating experiences with Madeleine and tries to 
reassure him that he is still masculine. She is sympathetic 
to Herzog; her only drawback is that she seems to think 
that sensual delight is the summum bonum of human existence. 
Ultimately, the developing protagonist cannot be content 
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with mere sensuality. Therefore, though at times he admits 
that he is seriously considering marrying Ramona, Herzog 
actually is rather detached from her. Ramona's relationships 
in the past had brought her only unhappiness. Since she is 
approaching middle age, she needs the security of marriage. 
But one wonders how she, with a rather limited view of life, 
can give succor to a man like Herzog, especially since she 
needs help as badly as Herzog does. 
Herzog thinks that as long as he remains masculine, 
Ramona will listen to him with glistening eyes, with more 
and more sympathy. The implication is that, for Herzog, the 
type of wisdom that Ramona stands for is merely sexual 
wisdom. However, there is something more in Ramona than 
merely an exclusive kind of wisdom. She wants to guide 
Herzog to the Good. She wants Herzog to continue his 
scholarly work, interrupted because of his pain and con-
fusion. Herzog, however, has other criteria to judge Ramona 
by. Though she is kind to him, he wonders what would be 
her relationship with his daughter June. Thus, it is small 
wonder that at the end of the novel, Herzog still considers 
Ramona merely a lady friend and does not make the final 
decision to marry her. 
Later, when Herzog learns that June was once shut in 
a car while Madeleine and Valentine were quarreling inside 
the house, he becomes furious because his daughter is very 
important to him. Taking his father's gun, he rushes to 
Madeleine's apartment to kill Madeleine and Valentine. 
However, when he sees Valentine giving June a bath, he 
changes his mind. He sees that Valentine is not totally 
inhuman. He also realizes that Madeleine and Valentine at 
least love each other truly. Later, Herzog has an unfor-
tunate automobile accident when he takes June out for a 
ride. He is brought to the court where Madeleine is also 
summoned. There, Herzog realizes that Madeleine's hatred 
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of him borders on insanity. Herzog feels that Madeleine 
desires his death. After this, the last bond between Herzog 
and Madeleine is severed, and Herzog wants to leave this 
troubled phase of his life behind. Herzog tells Phoebe 
that he wishes Madeleine good luck and goodbye and gives 
Madeleine his blessings and hopes that Madeleine will have 
"a busy, useful, dramatic life including love" (~, p. 273) 
Herzog forgives her because he is not a man of violence. 
Moreover, he realizes that she is entirely uncongenial to 
him. Thus, he decides to forget her totally. 
It is clear that, even during his crisis, Herzog does 
not forget his children. He reflects, 
Two marriages, two children, and he [Herzog] was 
setting off for a week of carefree rest. It 
was painful to his instincts, his Jewish family 
feelings, that his children should be growing 
up without him. But what could he do about 
that? ( ~, p . 2 3) 
Herzog first wants to do some real good for the children. 
In fact, he feels that it is his duty to be sane, to live, 
and to look after his children. His vacation merely helps 
him to think through his problems and to decide on the 
future course of action. 
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Also, during his crisis, Herzog periodically remembers 
his brothers Willie and Shura and his sister Helen. Herzog 
thinks that if he were in the hospital, his brothers and 
sister would take care of him; they would also pay for his 
two children. Herzog knows that he could always borrow 
money from Shura, since stinginess is not one of the traits 
of the Herzogs. Bellow makes clear the unambiguous nature 
of Herzog's feelings for his brothers and sister: 
Shura knew everyone, paid off everyone, and 
despised everyone. Toward Moses his contempt was 
softened by family feeling. . It amused 
Shura that his brother Moses should be so fond 
of him. Moses loved his relatives quite openly 
and even helplessly. His brother Willie, his 
sister, Helen, even the cousins. It was childish 
of him; he knew that. He could only sigh at 
himself, that he should be undeveloped on that 
significant side of his nature. He sometimes 
tried to think whether this might be his archaic 
aspect, prehistoric. Tribal, you know. Associ-
ated with ancestor worship and totemism. {H, p. 78) 
Actually, Herzog is being ironic when he says that because 
he loved his original family helplessly, he was "undevel-
oped." In fact, he subtly explains that by loving his 
original family, he is paying allegiance to his Jewish 
heritage, a habit of mind which he can never truly be 
ashamed of. 
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Moreover, when Herzog is arrested and brought to the 
court, he calls Will, who comes to the court to pay the bond 
money. The two brothers are especially fond of each other. 
In spite of Herzog's remonstrations, Will has him examined 
by a doctor. Also, Will shows his concern by visiting 
Herzog in Ludeyville. Will asks Herzog not to make any more 
mistakes, and Herzog gives him his reassurance: "I'm not 
being left in anyone's hands" (~, p. 338). 
Usually, most of the Bellovian protagonists experience 
some kind of crisis, and it is precisely during their crises 
that they tend to be alienated from their families. In each 
case, the protagonist succeeds in overcoming his crisis to 
some degree. With the return of health, the protagonist 
goes back to the bosom of his family. It is not only the 
family members with whom his ties are strengthened, but 
his ties with the wide world of humanity are also restored 
in the process. Herzog's career is no exception to this 
pattern. He had kept himself away from his brothers and 
sister during his crisis. He feels joy when he is freed 
from Madeleine and makes the following resolution: "I mean 
to share with other human beings as far as possible and not 
destroy my remaining years in the same way" (H, p. 322). 
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Once he reaches the point of stasis, Herzog restores normal 
relationship with his brothers and sister. 
Throughout the novel, Herzog remembers his de-
ceased parents, indicating the strong love he feels for 
his original family, the strong family ties that he had 
noticed in his childhood, and the type of family that he 
himself would like to have. Herzog's parents originally 
came from Russia to Canada as immigrants. Herzog's mother 
was gentle, hard-working, and sacrificing; she assisted her 
poor and luckless husband in every possible way. Once 
she was pulling Herzog on a sled, over crusty ice, on a 
short day in January. Ababa appeared and asked her, "Why 
are you pulling him daughter?" (~, p. 139). The baba added, 
"Daughter, don't sacrifice your strength to children'' (~, 
p. 139), without producing any perceptible effect on Herzog's 
mother. 
Father Herzog was a failure in almost everything that 
he attempted. Very often, the lot of this immigrant family 
was struggle, frustration, and pain, but these merely served 
to strengthen the family ties. Herzog's grandfather re-
mained in Russia and once wrote, "Shall I ever see the faces 
of my children and who will bury me?" (~, p. 139). Father 
Herzog would cry privately at such a letter. To make mat-
ters worse, he did not prosper as a businessman, since he 
was not unscrupulous. However, in spite of the poverty and 
struggle of the family, all the family members were bound 
together by strong ties of affection. 
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In later life, Father Herzog becomes somewhat success-
ful. Towards Herzog, the father appears to be a harsh dis-
ciplinarian. But if this apparent harshness is analyzed, 
one will discover affection and concern hidden behind the 
deceptive exterior. Once, Herzog's father is angry with 
him and threatens to shoot him. The cause of this rage is 
money. Herzog is broke and wants his father to underwrite 
a loan. The old man questions him critically, about his 
job, his expenses, and his child. He has no patience with 
Moses because he feels that Moses is simply wasting himself. 
In fact, Father Herzog is pained by his son's lifestyle. 
Actually, Father Herzog wants his son to be worthy. Father 
and son are reconciled later. Then there is more of the 
same. Finally, death claims Father Herzog. 
In this novel, Bellow shows how love can survive in 
one spouse even when a marriage has broken down. A second-
ary character, Madeleine's mother Temmie, shows great 
devotion to her ex-husband Pontritter. Even after their 
separation, they continue to have a relationship. Pon-
tritter was a famous impresario. Temmie's room is filled 
with mementos of her ex-husband's triumphs. She had ac-
cepted wrongs from her husband and forgiven him. She 
prepares the old man's income tax returns for him. She 
keeps all his records; she even washes his socks. This she 
does even after Pontritter had been unfaithful to her in 
their married life. Bellow cannot be hopeless about the 
institution of the family when he sees people preserving 
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love and affection even under such trying circumstances. 
In Mr. Sanunler's Planet, Bellow shows a spouse cherish-
ing the memory of her deceased husband for a long period. 
A secondary character named Margotte Arkin, the widow of 
Ussher Arkin, honors the memory of her deceased husband 
for three years before she attempts to win the affection 
of Dr. Govinda Lal, a Hindu scientist: "She (Margotte] 
kept the bedroom piously unchanged, after the death of 
Ussher--his swivel chair, his footstool, his Hobbes, Vico, 
Hume, and Marx underlined. 114 In fact, Sanunler, the pro-
tagonist of the novel, notices that before she met Dr. Lal, 
Margotte tended to impersonate her deceased husband. 
Margotte was left a childless widow, and for three years 
after her husband's death, she tries to keep alive the 
memory of her deceased husband: "Margotte, continually 
recalling Ussher, spoke of him always, Germanically, as her 
man. 'When my man was alive . . my man used to say'" 
(MSP,p.20). 
In this novel, Bellow has portrayed an ideal character 
who relates properly not only to his own family, but also 
to distant relations and to everyone he comes in contact 
with. Starting with this late novel, Bellow creates more 
and more central characters who are capable of fulfilling 
their responsibilities to members of their own families, 
and who are also aware of their responsibilities to others 
who are not blood relations. In the novel under considera-
tion, Dr. Elya Gruner is one such character. He is an 
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ideal character, though Bellow endows him with some negligi-
ble human weaknesses. Sarnrnler's profound admiration of 
Gruner is significant, because Sammler is the protagonist 
and is highly reliable by virtue of his age, experience, 
and wisdom. 
Gruner had brought Sarnrnler over to the states about 
twenty-two years before, digging him out of the DP camp in 
Salsburg because Gruner had "Old World family feelings" 
(MSP, pp. 10-11). For twenty-two years, Sammler and Shula 
had been Elya's dependents. He paid their rents and supple-
mented the Social Security and German indemnity checks 
even though Sarnmler is Elya's uncle only through Elya's 
half-sister. Although Samrnler knows that the rich are 
usually very mean, he finds Elya an exception: "He [Elya] 
had left the old country at the age of ten, he was senti-
mental about Cracow, and wanted to reminisce about grand-
parents, aunts, cousins with whom Sammler had never had 
much to do" (MSP, p. 76). 
Bellow illustrates at great length Gruner's positive 
attitude towards family and towards people in general; he 
obviously endorses it. Moreover, Sanunler learns from 
Gruner how to react to his own family. Thus, it is neces-
sary to discuss in detail Gruner's relation to his family 
and fellow humanity. 
One of Elya's pastimes is to do genealogies. Once 
Elya asks Samrnler, "Uncle Artur, can you tell me anything 
about my grandfather's brother in the old country?" (MSP, 
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p. 83). Sarnmler cannot satisfy Elya. The man that Elya was 
inquiring about was known as Hessid. Elya remembers that 
Hessid had a mill for cornmeal, and a shop near the castle: 
"Just a small palace with a few barrels'' (MSP, p. 84). Elya 
remembers many details about Hessid: 
Hessid. A fine-looking old man with a broad 
white beard. He wore a derby, and a very fancy 
vest with watch and chain. Called up often to 
read from the Torah, though he couldn't have been 
a heavy contributor to the Synagogue. (MSP, p. 84) 
Elya tells Sarnmler, "I loved old Hessid. You know I was a 
very affectionate child" (MSP, p. 84). 
Moreover, to help Shula, Elya had to invent work for 
her. He had also saved her from her insane husband Eisen 
by sending Sarnmler to Israel to bring her back to New York. 
Elya has also done his duty to his two unworthy children, 
Angela and Wallace. He has given Angela a fortune so that 
she can live a happy life. But Angela is so erratic and 
so perverse that instead of marrying Wharton Horricker and 
settling down to a normal life, she carries on bizarre 
sexual experimentation with strangers, offending both 
Horricker and her father in the process. Also, Elya has 
invested a lot of money for Wallace, who has never acquired 
stability enough to carve for himself a dignified place in 
society. Though his children are obviously unworthy, Elya 
has always felt concern for them. Wallace is so heartless 
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that even when Elya is on his deathbed, he is not beside his 
father. He is busy hunting for his father's hidden money. 
Elya had also tried to do his duty by his wife who is 
now dead. Elya's deceased wife had considered herself to 
be Elya's social superior: "Her [Mrs. Gruner's] job was to 
refine him, to help him build his practice .... Gruner 
had believed in the social superiority of his wife" (~SP, 
p. 77). There was no overt tension in Elya's marriage be-
cause he had accepted the social superiority of his wife. 
Choosing an inferior role in marriage when a man is not 
truly inferior might indicate either a man's weakness or 
his greatness. When one considers Elya's overall perfection 
as a human being, one cannot but conclude that Elya's choice 
of an inferior role in marriage signifies his greatness. 
Moreover, Elya reveals his concern for Sammler at a time 
when he knows that his death is not far away. Elya tells 
Sammler, 
"I was going to say, it's not safe to run down 
there [Riverside Park]. I don't want you mugged. 
When you're winded from running, some crazy 
sonofabitch jumps out and cuts your throat! 
Anyway, if you're too stiff to run you're far 
from feeble. I know you're not a sickly type, 
apart from your nervous trouble." (MSP, p. 85) 
··----
Elya adds, "You still get that small payment from the West 
Germans? And the Social Security? Yes, I'm glad we had 
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the lawyer set that up, about the Germans. And I don't 
want you to worry, Uncle Artur" (MSP, p. 85). Sanunler sees 
Elya as "a dependable man--a man who took thought for 
others" (MSP, p. 85). Bellow writes, "In short, if the 
earth deserves to be abandoned, if we are now to be driven 
streaming into other worlds, starting with the moon, it is 
not because of the likes of you, Sanunler would have said" 
( MSP , p . 8 6) • 
No one is excluded from Elya's affection: 
His [Elya's] habit, even in passing through a 
room, was to touch, to take people's arms even 
perhaps getting medical information about their 
muscles, glands, weight, or the growth of their 
hair. (MS P , p . 151 ) 
Also, Elya is deeply worried about his family even during 
his last illness. Angela, visiting her father in the hos-
pital, tells Sarmnler about Elya, "But acting so normal. 
Talking about the family. He was so glad to see you and 
hoped you'd come back tonight. And he still keeps worrying 
about Wallace" (MSP, p. 152). 
It is clear that Elya's benevolence touches society 
at various points. Elya has made large contributions to 
the Weizmann Institute. Sammler notes that "[u]ndisclosed 
charities were his [Elya's] pleasure. He had many strate-
gems of benevolence" (MSP, p. 283). Sammler tells Lal 
that Elya had taken care of him and Shula for "[t]wenty-two 
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years without a single day of neglect, without a single 
irascible word" (MSP, p. 215) . Sammler declares, "Ely a was 
a physician and businessman. With his own family, to his 
credit, he had not been businesslike" (MSP, p. 260). 
Sammler's castigation of the heartlessness of Wallace 
and Angela when their father is dying proves how much 
like Elya's is Sammler's view of family unity. Wallace 
bothers his dying father about money. Even Angela, who 
herself is irresponsible and heartless, dislikes Wallace for 
his callousness in bothering their dying father. What is 
incomprehensible is that Wallace is flying a plane shortly 
before his father's death. Sammler totally disapproves of 
Wallace's behavior. In this novel, as in all his later 
works, Bellow shows more and more people advocating strong 
family attachments. 
The chauffeur Emil tells Sammler, "If it was my own 
dad, I'd be at the hospital right now. We old guys have to 
go along" (MSP, p. 258). The conversation between Sammler 
and Emil reveals how fervently Sammler upholds the sacred-
ness of family relations: 
"Are you a family man, Emil--do you have children?" 
"Two. Grown up and graduated." 
"Do they love you?" 
"They act like it." 
"That's already a great deal." ( MSP , p. 2 6 9) 
Furthermore, Sammler rebukes Angela because she is 
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deficient in family feelings and because she does not know 
how to relate properly to people in general. For example, 
though Angela has a protracted affair with Horricker, she 
humiliates him by indulging in strange sexual experimentation 
with strangers right before his eyes. Moreover, Sarnmler 
suspects, after Angela's relationship with Horricker 
deteriorates, that Angela has perhaps another successor in 
view after Horricker. Without fidelity and commitment, 
Bellow demonstrates, one cannot relate properly either to 
one's family or to humanity. Since Sammler, like Elya, 
believes in human love, he dislikes the fact that human 
attachments are very often extremely short-lived. 
Sammler tries to force Angela into seeing what is 
shocking in her callous behavior to her dying father. He 
rebukes Angela for coming to the hospital, wearing a kinder-
garten dress. He also explains to her what is noble in her 
father's character. He tells her that Elya "is on an old 
system" (MSP, p. 302). Sarnrnler declares that he has learned 
something from Elya: "He [Elya] knew that there had been 
good men before him that there were good men to come, and he 
wanted to be one of them. I think he did all right" (MSP, 
p. 303). Sammler further adds that being human is not a 
natural gift at all, and that "[o]nly the capacity is 
natural" (MSP, p. 304). Sammler suggests to Angela, 
" If you love him [Elya] , you can make some 
sign. He is grieving. He's in a rage. He's 
42 
disappointed. . Don't you see, Angela? You 
wouldn't need to do much. It would give the man 
a last chance to recollect himself." ( MS P , p . 3 0 6 ) 
In other words, Sammler wants Angela to seek her father's 
forgiveness. Angela replies that he is talking to the wrong 
person: "Even for my father it would be too hokey 11 (MSP, 
p. 306). Sammler reminds Angela of what she could do in 
Mexico, and what she can't do at her father's deathbed. 
However, in spite of his best efforts, Sammler cannot make 
Angela share his perceptions regarding the family. 
After Elya's death, Sammler weeps. He notices that in 
the lips of the deceased Elya, "bitterness and an expression 
of obedience were combined 11 (MSP, p. 313). Sammler's prayer 
over the dead body of Elya is highly appropriate and also 
memorable, because this prayer indicates how deeply Sammler 
had loved his benefactor and how completely Sammler had 
accepted Elya's way of relating to the family and to 
humanity: 
11 Remember, God, the soul of Elya Gruner, who, as 
willingly as possible and as well as he was able, 
and even to an intolerable point, and even in 
suffocation and even as death was coming was eager, 
even childishly, perhaps (may I be forgiven for 
this), even with a certain servility, to do what 
was required of him. At his best this man was 
much kinder than at my very best I have ever been 
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or could ever be. He was aware that he must meet, 
and he did meet--through all the confusion and 
degraded clowning of this life through which we 
are speeding--he did meet the terms of his con-
tract. The terms which, in his own heart, each 
man knows. As I know mine. As all know. For 
that is the truth of it--that we all know, God, 
that we know, that we know, we know, we know." 
(MSP, p. 313) 
There is evidence that Sarrunler had believed in family 
cohesiveness in the past, before the actions in the novel 
unfold. Sarnrnler affords us a glimpse of the last moments 
he and his wife Antonia were together before she died. As 
a Polish Jew, Sarrunler experienced the Holocaust. Both he 
and his wife, together with countless other Jews, had to 
dig their own graves. Sarnmler had been hit in one eye with 
the butt of a rifle, and that eye was damaged forever. 
Sammler dug beside his digging wife. He reminisces, "When 
she [Antonia] faltered he tried to help her. By this dig-
ging, not speaking, he tried to convey something to her and 
fortify her" (MSP, p. 273). On the brink of the mass 
grave, Sammler reveals the depth of his affection for his 
doomed spouse. However, he cannot save his spouse, and he 
merely succeeds in making a miraculous escape. 
Though Sarnrnler, from the beginning, had believed in 
family cohesiveness, this sense deepens in the course of 
the novel. This deepening reaches its climax after the 
death of Elya, from whom Samrnler obviously learns a lot 
about how a human being should relate to his family and to 
humanity. In the course of the novel, Samrnler's attitude 
toward his daughter Shula undergoes a profound change. 
This change is also an indication of his growth as a human 
being. At first, Samrnler sees his daughter Shula as an 
eccentric. Shula had been seen hunting through Broadway 
trash baskets. She had a shopping bag with salvage, loot, 
coupons, and throwaway literature. Later, she ''stole" 
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the only copy of Dr. Lal's scientific manuscript which con-
tained references to H. G. Wells. Sammler condemns Shula's 
behavior, without realizing that it was only for his sake 
that Shula took Dr. Lal's manuscript. Shula is very eager 
to see her father finish the work on H. G. Wells. In fact, 
she had magnified in her mind her father's interest in H. G. 
Wells. She is shocked when Sarnmler reveals that he had not 
even read all the works of Wells. 
Later, Sarnmler learns about Shula's devotion to him. 
He is also startled to find that Shula poses as an eccentric 
and wears exotic dresses only to attract admirers. This 
She does only to cover her loneliness. Towards the end, 
Sarnmler is protective of Shula. Shula had tried to fascin-
ate Lal. However, Sarnmler dissuades her from being inter-
ested in Lal. Samrnler doesn't think that Lal would make a 
good husband for Shula, since he would be doing research 
for sixteen hours a day. He feels that Shula is too 
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sensitive for that. Shula had made one mistake by marrying 
Eisen. Sammler doesn't want her to make a second mistake. 
He tells her, ". . I have to protect you from failures 
I can foresee. A father should" (MSP, p. 264). The follow-
ing conversation between Sammler and Shula reveals the 
solicitude and responsibility that Sammler now feels for 
Shula: 
" . We must take care of each other. As you 
look after me on the H. G. Wells side, I think 
about your happiness. Margotte is a much less 
sensitive person than you. If a man like Dr. 
Lal was mentally absent for weeks at a time, 
she'd never notice. Don't you remember how 
Ussher used to speak to her?" 
"He would tell her to shut up." 
"That's right." 
"If a husbar:d treated rn,2 like that, I 
couldn't bear it." 
"Exactly II (MSP, pp. 264-65) 
Now, Sammler tells Shula that he may try to work again on 
the H. G. Wells project. Sammler is concerned about Shula's 
moral nature. He doesn't want Shula to meddle with the hunt 
for Elya's hidden money. But Shula gets the hidden money 
and tells her father that she has disobeyed him in his own 
interest. Sammler advises her to turn over the money to 
Elya's lawyer Mr. Widick. Shula agrees, but Sammler knows 
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that she will keep some of the money. Sammler's final state-
ment reveals his newly upsurging love for his daughter: 
"You're a good daughter. The best of any. No better 
daughter" (MSP, p. 311) . 
The next novel, Humboldt's Gift, also reveals Bellow's 
thoughts regarding the family. In this novel, the progress 
of Charles Citrine is very much similar to the progress of 
Herzog. The one major difference is that whereas Citrine is 
once-divorced, Herzog is twice-divorced. Moreover, Citrine's 
mistress is greedy and cruel, belonging to the group of the 
castrating ex-wives like Margaret, Denise, and Madeleine, 
whereas Herzog's principal mistress is kind-hearted and 
truly sympathetic in spite of her limitations as a human 
being. 
Citrine is divorced from Denise because of incompatibil-
ity. Denise does not have much sympathy for Citrine's 
pursuits. For example, she wants him to live in an excit-
ing place, meeting people whom she considers to be interest-
ing. She doesn't appreciate his hanging around his old 
school friends in Chicago. Though she settles down in 
Chicago with him, she feels that she has made a sacrifice 
for his sake. She accuses him of being, at heart, "a kid 
from the slums. 115 Citrine feels that there is a large 
amount of truth in Denise's accusation. Denise feels that 
she is an upper-class person. Denise's father was socially 
inferior to her mother, and Denise's mother had cured 
Denise's father of his vulgarity. Denise has tried to 
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imitate her mother's strategy. Elya Gruner in Mr. Sammler's 
Planet succeeds with his wife, who has pretensions to 
social superiority, because he totally gives in to her. 
Citrine, as an intellectual with a pronounced ego of his 
own, doesn't give in to Denise and thus fails in his mar-
riage. After separation, Denise is merciless to Citrine, 
telling him that he is not as great an artist as he con-
siders himself to be, that he is an ageing man who tries to 
hide his baldness, and that his mental life is going to 
dry out. She further blames him for being unprepared to 
have a serious relationship with her. She blames him for 
being snobbish and proud; she accuses him of trying to be 
a law unto himself. 
Citrine knows that Denise is not entirely wrong about 
him. He knows that he is living badly and he is not all 
there. But since Denise has not much sympathy for him, he 
feels that Denise is an uncongenial person. 
Of course, there is an indication that Citrine's 
life with Denise was good at one phase of their marriage. 
But misunderstandings, intolerance, and lack of sympathy on 
Denise's part gradually poisoned the relationship. There 
is ample evidence that Denise is extremely materialistic. 
In fact, Citrine's money is more important to her than 
Citrine himself. Citrine recollects, "Daily at breakfast 
Denise asked when I was going to make my will" (HG, p. 114). 
Denise also has a sharp tongue, and she doesn't allow 
Citrine to get away with a single thing. Moreover, for 
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Denise, Citrine's endless sensibility is insufferable. She 
feels that he should do something about it, for example, 
see a psychiatrist. Citrine feels that Denise is tired of 
having to support him emotionally. 
Moreover, one has the feeling that Denise's own psycho-
logical problems contribute a lot toward the breakdown of 
her marriage with Citrine. We learn that Denise suffers 
from conflicts of her own. She has the feeling that she 
is nothing. She cries at night. Perhaps Citrine is in-
tolerant, although this is not amply made clear in the 
novel. However, it is significant that Renata later sug-
gests that Citrine couldn't forgive a woman who kept him 
awake at night with her conflicts. 
From the time of the divorce, Citrine is engaged in 
endless lawsuits with Denise. After the case starts, 
Citrine has to pay a lot of money to her. When he meets 
her demands, she makes newer ones. Citrine thinks that 
Denise is a lunatic, and that, if he gives her all his 
money, she will want more. 
However, even after the separation, Denise has some 
power over Citrine. One cannot but suspect that in spite 
of Denise's intolerance, materialism, and cruelty, in one 
part of her soul there is some genuine feeling for Citrine. 
As Joseph Francis Mccadden indicates, 
The Bellow men want desperately to divorce them-
selves emotionally from their wives but that is 
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impossible, for even after the marriage bond that 
ties husband and wife together is broken, the 
involvement continues, indeed is intensified as 
. . l' d 6 it is re ive . 
In fact, the break between Denise and Citrine does not ap-
pear to be as complete as the final break between Herzog 
and Madeleine. 
Denise and Citrine are once seen together at court. 
During this meeting, Denise thinks that Citrine is declining 
physically and mentally. She tells him that she feels sorry 
for him not only because she is the mother of his children, 
but because she knows that once he had brains and talent. 
Denise admits that both she and Citrine made mistakes. She 
wants Citrine to marry her again. Her daughters also want 
the reunion of their parents. She knows that she would be 
taking a risk, because Citrine is not in very good shape. 
She assures him that she would stop the legal fight, for 
a starter. However, Citrine chooses not to renew his 
relationship with her. 
It is clear that Bellow's intellectual protagonists 
such as Herzog and Citrine have difficulties in finding an 
appropriate life-partner. This can be seen in Citrine's 
various encounters with women. In his highly emotional 
adolescence, Citrine had loved Naomi Lutz. While he was 
away from her, she married a_pawn-broker. At that time, 
Citrine was not financially solvent. Maybe, he thinks, she 
was frightened by the mental burdens and responsibilities 
of an intellectual's wife. He had talked to her mostly 
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about poetry and history, and she had told him that she would 
disappoint him. 
Citrine, however, had loved one of his mistresses, 
Demmie Vonghel. Demmie had anomalous traits in her person-
ality. She taught school; at the same time, she was a 
juvenile delinquent. Moreover, she feared hell, and believed 
that she was possessed by unclean spirits. She also ex-
perienced the kind of night terrors a child might have. A 
person with a genuine sense of sin can be an authentic human 
being and also interesting. Dernmie was so to Citrine. 
Citrine was loving and sympathetic to her, and Demmie re-
quited his feelings. Dernmie was also protective of Citrine. 
When Citrine's friend Humboldt became mad, she gave Citrine 
practical advice as to how Humboldt could be truly helped 
financially and in every possible way. When Citrine wanted 
to see Humboldt in the hospital, Demmie wanted to go there 
herself, thinking that if Citrine went, Humboldt would at-
tack him. She knew that, at the moment, Citrine was busy 
with his play. When Citrine became famous, Dernmie acted 
as his trainer, his manager, his cook, his lover, and his 
strawboss. The relationship between Demmie and Citrine 
would have culminated in marriage. However, Demmie died 
in a plane crash, leaving Citrine grief-stricken. Citrine 
spent several months in the jungle looking for her. In 
retrospect, Citrine thinks that Dernmie's goodness was genuine 
51 
and deep. 
It can be seen that the Bellovian protagonist does not 
suffer from incompatibility with every woman. Love and 
compatibility are indeed possible for him. But he may meet 
the right woman too late or he may lose her through death. 
Indeed, if death once snatches the right woman from his 
side, he may not see the like of her again though he never 
gives up the hope that he will someday meet someone with 
whom he will not be mismatched. 
Citrine's relationship with another mistress, Renata, 
is ambiguous and unsatisfactory. Initially, she is court-
eous to him. Later, we find that like Madeleine she is a 
spendthrift. Making a husband spend more money than he can 
afford is actually a sign of thoughtlessness and lack of sym-
pathy. Moreover, she is not very faithful to Citrine. While 
carrying on a relationship with him, and urging him to marry 
her, she simultaneously carries on a relationship with the 
mortician Flonzaley. Renata is guided in her strategies 
by her cunning and materialistic mother. Citrine suspects 
that Renata must have had an unauthorized look at his bank 
statement. She has no sympathy for Citrine's idealistic 
aspirations. She dislikes his spending a large sum of money 
on the Ark journal. She does not understand that Citrine 
is not merely concerned about his personal pleasure, success, 
or happiness, but that he is equally concerned about the 
rest of humanity. It is obvious that she cannot be a worthy 
life-partner for Citrine. 
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Renata also cannot hide well her basic cynicism regard-
ing human relationships. Once she sings a rhyme before 
Cirtine which opens "breath-taking perspectives of candor": 
"When the dear 
Disappear 
There are others 
Waiting near. 11 (HG, p. 2 91) 
Citrine realizes that Renata is basically a utilitarian, 
and he certainly doesn't have much use for utilitarianism. 
In fact, one wonders whether Citrine does not put off marry-
ing her because deep down in his heart he knows that she 
lacks sympathy and compassion. Actually, she is motivated 
in her desire to marry him not because of deep love for him, 
but because she desires the security of being married to a 
celebrated and wealthy personality. She is pracrmatic, like 
Naomi Lutz, but without her compassion. Therefore, Citrine 
is in for a big surprise when he, very probably out of 
mingled feelings of love and despair, goes to Europe to 
marry Renata and start a new life with her. He is stunned 
when he learns that Renata had become impatient with his 
procrastination and had married Flonzaley. Citrine sheds 
tears for Renata, but he is also astute enough to under-
stand that Renata had left him precisely at a moment when 
his financial situation was rather alarming. It is ob-
vious that a worldly woman like Renata would not stick to 
a man whose luck had run out. 
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Renata's desertion leaves Citrine temporarily dejected. 
He seems to have reached a point of stasis, and until the 
end of the novel, we do not see him reaching out toward 
any other mistress. But during his protracted crisis, 
Citrine never forgets either his own children, Lish and 
Mary, or his original family. 
Citrine regularly takes Lish and Mary to the piano 
teacher, even after he is divorced from Denise.· This shows 
his basic responsibility and concern. Mary asks Citrine 
about his previous life. Citrine likes this daughter, who 
is like him, and he has plans for her. Perhaps she, and 
hopefully her husband, will take up Citrine's work when he 
is too old to continue it. He keeps notes and memos in a 
locked drawer for her. One remembers the hopes that Herzog 
has for his daughter June. Herzog hopes that one day June 
will be someone like Madame Curie. The other possibility 
is that she will grow up and in her turn will give birth 
to children who will be entirely ignorant of her soul. 
When Herzog ruminates on what June will grow up to be, he 
fears whether she will grow up '' . a melancholy beauty 
like Sarah Herzog, destined to bear children, ignorant of 
her soul and her soul's God " (~, p. 274). 
Moreover, Mary asks Citrine about his mother and wants 
to know whether Citrine had loved her. Citrine's reply 
shows the depth of his affection for his original family, 
even for people who somehow touched the fringe of the 
family: 
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"Oh, I loved them all terribly, abnormally. I was 
all torn up with love. Deep in the heart. I 
used to cry in the sanatorium because I might 
never make it home and see them. I'm sure they 
never knew how I loved them, Mary. I had a TB 
fever and also a love fever. A passionate 
morbid little boy.' At school I was always in 
love. At home if I was first to get up in the 
morning I suffered because they were still asleep. 
I wanted them to wake up so the whole marvelous 
thing could continue. I also loved Menasha the 
boarder and Julius, my brother, your uncle 
Julius." (HG, p. 64) 
Citrine feels unhappy because he leaves his two daugh-
ters at home while pursuing Renata to Europe. He feels 
that his behavior is wrong. However, he consoles himself 
with the idea that his going to Europe is merely the prelude 
to his waking up: "After all, Christian in Pilgrim's 
Progress had taken off too, and left his family to pursue 
salvation. Before I could do the children any real good, 
I had to wake up" (HG, p. 294). In other words, like 
Christian in Pilgrim's Progress, Citrine wants to save 
himself from destruction first before he is capable of doing 
some genuine good for the daughters he leaves behind. 
Furthermore, in this novel, we don't find the protagon-
ist suffering from any kind of conflict with his father. As 
a child, Citrine was confined to a TB sanatorium, and his 
parents took turns visiting him. Later on, Citrine, as a 
grown-up person, cannot forget his father. When Citrine's 
car is smashed by Cantabile, Citrine is nervous and looks 
for help, and he has no one but himself. It is at such 
moments of crisis that the Bellovian protagonist demon-
strates how deeply the memory of the father is embedded 
within his consciousness: 
The usual craving. I looked for help. I longed 
for someone to do the stations of the cross with 
me. Just like Pa. And where was Pa? Pa was in 
the cemetery. (HG, p. 70) 
The conversation between the middle-aged Naomi and 
Citrine also shows the. nature of the family relationships 
in Citrine's childhood as well as Citrine's adult attitude 
toward the family: 
"But you people all loved each other. You were 
like real primitives that way. Maybe that's why 
my father called you greenhorns." 
"Well, Naomi, my father became an American 
too and so did Julius. They stopped all that 
immigrant loving. Only I persisted, in my 
childish way. My emotional account was always 
overdrawn. I never had forgotten how my mother 
cried out when I fell down the stairs or how she 
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pressed the lump on my head with the blade of a 
knife. . Whether it was a lump on the head, 
or Julius's geometry, or how papa could raise the 
rent, or poor mama's toothaches, it was the most 
momentous thing on earth for us all. I never 
lost this intense way of caring--no, that isn't 
so. I'm afraid the truth is that I did lose it. 
Yes, sure I lost it. That's always been the 
problem." (HG, p. 299) 
It can be seen that Citrine wants to recapture the same 
kind of family relationships that he had experienced in the 
past. What is more important is that he wants to put into 
practice as an adult what he had assimilated as a child 
from his own family. 
Citrine's relationship with his brother Julius is 
interesting and throws light on the indissoluble links that 
bind the Bellovian protagonist to his original family. 
Throughout the novel, Citrine is plagued by one problem 
after another. When Citrine is in a state of nervousness, 
he knows that there is only one man who can help him, his 
practical brother Julius, who is a successful businessman. 
Citrine discusses his relationship with Julius and both his 
and Julius' attitude to their irrunediate families and the 
attitude to their original family: 
I loved my stout and now elderly brother. Perhaps 
he loved me too. In principle he was not in 
favor of strong family bonds. Possibly he saw 
brotherly love as an opening for exploitation. 
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My feelings for him were vivid, almost hysterical-
ly intense, and I could not blame him for trying 
to resist them. He wished to be a man entirely 
of today, and he had forgotten or tried to forget 
the past. Unassisted he could remember nothing, 
he said. For my part there was nothing I could 
forget. I don't think he was always grateful 
to me for remembering so well. My own belief was 
that without memory existence was metaphysically 
injured, damaged. And I couldn't conceive of my 
own brother, irreplaceable Julius, having meta-
physical assumptions different from mine. So I 
would talk to him about the past, and he would say, 
"Is that so? Is that a fact? And you know I 
can't remember a thing, not even the way Mama 
looked, and I was her favorite, after all." 
"You must remember how she looked. How could ~ou 
forget her? I don't believe that," I said. My 
family sentiments tormented my stout brother 
sometimes. He thought me some sort of idiot. 
(HG, pp. 244-45) 
What is surprising is that the real truth about Julius' 
family feeling is different from what Citrine supposes it 
to be. It is Julius who extends practical help to Citrine. 
Moreover, Julius has given a donation of twenty thousand 
dollars in memory of his parents, and a brass plate in the 
living room engraved with the names of his parents shows 
Julius' attitude to his deceased parents. 
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Moreover, Citrine makes it clear that his affection for 
Julius is entirely unsullied by any desire on his part for 
material benefit: 
He himself [Julius], a wizard with money, built 
shopping centers, condominiums, motels, and 
contributed greatly to the transformation of his 
part of Texas. He wouldn't refuse to help me. 
But this was purely theoretical, for although the 
idea was continually in the air between us, I 
never actually asked him to give me any. In 
fact I was extremely reserved about making such a 
request. I was, if I may say so, merely obsessed, 
filled by the need to make it. (HG, p. 245) 
Citrine's family feelings are intense. Although Julius is 
not as demonstrative about his feelings as Citrine, he also 
has feelings of affection for Citrine. Citrine's family 
feelings remain unaltered even though there is no material 
help from Julius. However, Julius does help him in various 
ways so that life becomes easier for Citrine. Actually, 
both the brothers are concerned about each other's happiness 
and welfare. 
When Citrine hears that Julius has to undergo a major 
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operation, he immediately rushes to his brother's side though 
Renata subtly suggests that Julius would never have altered 
his plans for Citrine's sake. Citrine thinks that Julius 
is usually aware of whether a blood relation is trying to 
take advantage of him. Some amount of caution is not un-
natural in a human being, but it should be noted that this 
caution does not undermine Julius• affection for Citrine. 
Furthermore, Julius tries to invest Citrine's money in 
profitable investments. Almost invariably, Citrine's money 
is doubled in the process. From Citrine's investment, 
Julius makes the barest minimum profit. But it is obvious 
that Julius' basic motive is not to make money for himself 
but to make money for his idealistic brother Charles. 
However, although Julius loves his brother, he cannot 
understand Citrine's intellectual nature. Julius cannot 
appreciate the type of intellectual Citrine is and the type 
of thing he writes. Also, Julius is incredulous when 
Citrine tells him that he has not laid any money aside for 
his personal use. Julius wonders how a brother of his could 
behave so foolishly. Julius, a practical man of the world, 
cannot understand the unguarded behavior and the innocent 
and impractical nature of Citrine; that is one additional 
reason why he tries to help Citrine so much. 
In this novel, we find the deepening of Citrine's 
family feelings. Initially, Citrine was not close to his 
brother's wife Hortense. But he sees her at close range 
during Julius' operation. Citrine's considered opinion is 
that Hortense is a good woman. When Julius, knowing that 
his brother's finances are in bad shape, suggests that at 
this juncture he should take care of Citrine, Hortense 
agrees. Hortense's agreement to aid Citrine financially 
indicates how genuinely she, just like her husband and 
brother-in-law, desires to strengthen family ties. 
Moreover, some of the secondary characters in this 
novel are seen to be deeply aware of their obligations to 
their families. George Swiebel, Citrine's friend, is such 
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a character. Swiebel, a remarkably kind man, takes care of 
his old parents, of his sisters, of his ex-wife and their 
grown-up children. The number of people who fulfill their 
obligations to their families is considerable enough for us 
to conclude that Bellow endorses the idea of family cohesion. 
Kathleen, Humboldt's wife, is also devoted to her 
husband. Citrine infers that Kathleen allows herself to be 
a captive to her husband. She reads most of the time and 
doesn't go out much. 
not hinder their love. 
Their having different religions does 
Kathleen continues to adore Humboldt 
under truly trying circumstances. First, Humboldt suffers 
from many delusions. He once told Citrine that Kathleen's 
father had wanted to get her away from him. Humboldt says 
that at one time Kathleen was sold to one of the Rockefellers. 
Humboldt had hired a detective, who could not do anything. 
Second, while nearly mad, towards the end, Humboldt invents 
a lover for Kathleen and then tries to kill him. While mad, 
Humboldt even tries to run down Kathleen in his car. 
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Humboldt watches Kathleen's every movement, driving her to 
flee. Their divorce, however, does not mean the cessation 
of love. She tells Citrine that though she loves Humboldt, 
she cannot stay with him any more. Kathleen knows that 
after she runs away, Humboldt will be all alone. She also 
knows that Citrine and Humboldt love each other. She wants 
Citrine to help Humboldt when she leaves him. Later, after 
Humboldt's death, Citrine again meets Kathleen, and the 
remembrance of Humboldt brings tears to her eyes. Her love 
for the deceased Humboldt triumphs over death. 
Another secondary character also demonstrates his faith 
in family unity. This character is Waldemar, Humboldt's 
uncle. Humboldt keeps him in a nursing home, but even 
during his last days, Humboldt thinks of removing him to 
better quarters. During Citrine and Renata's visit to the 
nursing home, Uncle Waldemar reveals the causes of some of 
his agony: 
"Anyway, if I, the last member of my family, 
can tell you what's on my mind, my dead are all 
over the place, one grave here, and the other to 
hell and gone, my sister in that joint they call 
Valhalla for the German Jews and my nephew 
buried in Potter's field. What I want is to re-
unite the family again." (HG, pp. 336-37) 
Waldemar says that if there is any value to Humboldt's 
legacy, the first money should be spent to transfer 
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Humboldt's remains so that he may join the family (in death). 
When Citrine gets the money from the films made out of 
Humboldt's legacy and from Citrine's collaboration with him, 
Citrine gives the late Humboldt's share to Uncle Waldemar. 
Then Citrine, Uncle \Valdemar, and Menasha rebury the remains 
of Humboldt and his mother side by side in new graves at 
the Valhalla cemetery. 
Humboldt's Gift demonstrates once again the idea 
present in Bellow's first novel--the belief that the institu-
tion of the family is vital and that there are enough men 
of good-will to keep this institution growing from strength 
to strength. Moreover, there is an increasing number of 
people demonstrating heroism in their efforts to fulfill 
their obligations to their families. Bellow demonstrates 
this belief once again in The Dean's December, his latest 
novel. 
Dean Albert Corde, the protagonist of this novel, is 
mature and capable of love. He marries into a family in 
which real love binds everybody together. Corde lives in 
America with his wife Minna. He goes with Minna to 
Bucharest, where there is a Communist regime, to see his 
dying mother-in-law, Dr. Valeria. He finds that relation-
ships in his wife's family are marked by kindness: "Here 
everybody was kind--family and friends, warm-hearted people--
he liked them very much, to him they were 'Old Europe. 1117 
Valeria is in intensive care and after their first 
visit, subsequent visits are forbidden. Minna and the Dean 
violate official regulations when they visit Valeria 
for the second time, without getting official permission. 
The Superintendent of the hospital becomes angry and de-
clares that Minna and her husband can visit Valeria only 
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one more time. The implication is that if Valeria continues 
to live after that one visit, her family will not be allowed 
to see her, even while she is dying. The Dean and Minna 
visit Valeria one more time; they also make arranqements so 
that Gigi, without getting any permission, can somehow get 
into the hospital and have a last look at her sister 
Valeria. It is clear that Minna, the Dean, and Gigi are so 
family-minded that their love for the dying Valeria 
triumphs over the fear of punishment. 
Valeria cherishes the memory of her deceased husband, 
Dr. Raresh. In fact, she never forgets him and never re-
marries. Dr. Raresh was a humane physician, a Christian, 
and a moral communist. Indeed, it was Dr. Raresh's per-
fection as a human being that made another ideal person like 
Valeria give him her entire heart. Bellow shows more and 
more that ideal characters do exist, and that, because of 
their maturity, humanity, and wisdom, these characters 
can achieve total harmony in marriage. These ideal char-
acters are also capable of bringing u9 children in the 
proper spirit. In fact, the affection between Valeria 
and Minna reveals images of concord and harmonv and orofound 
affection and commitment in family life which are truly 
beatific. 
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After Raresh's death, Valeria shows her love in various 
ways. Dr. Raresh, it is implied, is killed by the very 
regime which he helps to establish. Valeria also comes into 
disfavor with the regime. Later on, she is "forgiven." 
But when she is asked to rejoin the party, she refuses the 
offer. She explains to the Central Committee that she 
loves the memory of her late husband. Gigi says, "When 
she [Valeria] had to make an important decision, she went 
to the grave to talk to him about it" (DD, p. 106). 
Valeria also brings food for the beggars in the cemetery. 
It has already been suggested that those ideal charac-
ters who have profound feelings of love for the family also 
know how to love humanity. Valeria is no exception. Later 
on, we will see that Corde as an intellectual and Minna as 
an astronomer are both serving the cause of human progress. 
Corde notices that within the confines of the Communist 
regime, Valeria had created a community of her own which 
was characterized by affection and humanity. She had pro-
tected her sister Gigi. Even characters who in the workaday 
world have dubious occupations give their allegiance to this 
love community: "She [Ionna the concierge] was a black-
mailer, but she also gave her heart. For there was a love 
community of women here. The matriarch was Valeria" (DD, 
p. 72). 
Moreover, because of her goodness, Valeria could give 
sustenance to so many people. After her disillusionment 
with the new socialist regime, Valeria 
went back to the old discipline, believed in the 
good, probably took it all seriously about the 
pure in heart seeing God, and the other beati-
tudes. Her ashes would be placed beside 
those of her husband. (DD, p. 130) 
Minna says that after her death, Valeria has become a 
symbol to many people: "It isn't political, it's just the 
way life has to be lived, it's just people humanly dis-
affected" (DD, p. 185). 
However, Corde had to prove himself worthy before he 
was truly admitted into Valeria's family. Corde had been 
divorced once, for reasons not spelled out in the text. 
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One infers that if the divorce took place because of his 
own fault then he must have undergone radical change as a 
human being before he could achieve harmony in his marriage 
with Minna. Or the first wife could have been uncongenial 
to him. Minna's first divorce can be explained in a 
similar manner. Moreover, Corde was reputed for his erotic 
instability, and Valeria and Minna were warned about this 
trait in Corde's character. Later on, Corde proved himself 
to be truly faithful to Minna. After several years of ob-
servation, Valeria became satisfied about the Dean. More-
over the family seems to be proud of Corde, of his becoming 
a Dean, receiving an honorary degree from Grinnell, and his 
writing a long article on Chicago, in which he exposed the 
abuses in County Jail. 
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Furthermore, in this novel, there is a remarkable 
extension of love to one's in-laws. The Dean has genuine 
affection for Valeria. It was Valeria's custom to spend 
some holidays abroad with the Dean and Minna. Since she 
didn't have a ?enny of her own during these holidays, 
"[t]he son-in-law wanted very much to buy her coats, dresses, 
hats, purses, tickets, excursions, dinners, music, airline 
tickets'' (DD, p. 14). The Dean's love for Valeria becomes 
manifest at her deathbed. Knowing Valeria's anxiety about 
Minna's future, the Dean wants to signify to Valeria that 
he will keep Minna from harm. To Valeria, he says, "I also 
love you, Valeria" (DD, p. 128). 
Furthermore, Bellow's protagonist is capable of prais-
ing his wife without any reservation: 
He [the Dean] gathered, moreover, that the 
colleagues and cousins were extremely proud of 
Minna's scientific eminence. He was with them 
there. It warmed him to think how much there was 
also on the human side; if it had been appropri-
ate to let himself go, he would have told them how 
rich she was in human qualities. (DD, pp. 56-57) 
However, although Bellow shows that mature and loving 
human beings can attain peace and happiness in marriage, he 
also shows that unhappiness may be the lot of many couples. 
In fact, unhappiness is caused by either one or more of the 
same old factors: greed, materialism, neurosis, or cruelty 
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in the woman, and maybe intolerance, lovelessness, or some 
other imperfection in the husband. The marital relationship 
of a secondary character named Vlada, a responsible woman, 
shows that even though a wife may be faultless, the hus-
band's neurosis may cause a marriage to fail. Vlada was 
married once many years ago. By her own admission, "her 
ex-husband . . had been one of the world's permanent and 
growing population of educated lunatics" (DD, p. 217). The 
Dean's judgment of Vlada's character shows that had Vlada 
been married to a suitable partner, her marriage would be 
a success, for she had all the qualities which would make 
her a good wife: sympathy, intelligence, decency, and 
stability. 
Throughout the novel, we learn about the Dean's atti-
tude to his original family. For one thing, he loves his 
sister Elfrida: "Elfrida had always been gentle with her 
brother. For his part, Corde had always tried to protect 
Elfrida . II (DD, p. 82). Again, money plays a signifi-
cant role in the obstruction of sympathy and affection be-
tween family members. Elfrida's son Mason, who doesn't see 
eye to eye with the Dean on matters of ideology, knows 
that his mother loves her brother, who may, if he is named 
executor, cheat Mason out of the legacy. The Dean realizes 
all this: "And I assume the Mason problem comes down to 
money, somewhere along the line" (DD, p. 9 0) . 
Moreover, the Dean and Mason hold different opinions 
regarding a serious political issue. A black parollee 
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named Lucas Ebry is accused of killing Rickie Lester, a 
white student at the Dean's college. The Dean becomes very 
active in this case. There is a "tricky racial angle" to 
the case, but Corde persists: 
The radical student line was that the college 
waged a secret war against the blacks and that 
the Dean was scheming with the prosecution, 
using the college's clout to nail the black man. 
(DD, p. 3 0) 
Mason is the proponent of this view, but though the Dean is 
patient with his nephew, the Dean doesn't budge an inch 
from his position and sees to it that the investigation is 
carried out. The Dean's attitude shows that the ideal 
Bellovian protagonist is properly related not only to his 
family, but also to humanity. 
As in most of Bellow's fiction, the Dean's relation-
ship with his mother had been particularly affectionate. 
He recollects that after his mother's death, he mourned 
more than he realized. Toward his successful father, 
the Dean betrays no sign of hostility. The Dean considers 
both his father and Mason Senior as a type which he calls 
"Barbarian." The term is somewhat pejorative. But the 
Dean doesn't forget to mention that though he had no 
admiration for either his father or Mason Senior, he was 
affectionate to them both. 
Furthermore, it can be seen that the protagonist's 
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family feeling is so richly developed in this novel that his 
love extends not only to his wife, but to his wife's aunt as 
well. After Valeria's funeral, the Dean is concerned about 
Gigi's future, just as Minna cannot think of leaving for 
Chicago before making arrangements for her aunt's security. 
Moreover, Minna is upset because Valeria had once 
expressed a desire which Valeria could not fulfill: to 
live to the age of ninety. Minna had naively thought that 
what Valeria had said would turn true. Valeria had done 
her duty. She had protected Minna and sent her out of the 
police state. Now she is gone. It is very difficult, 
almost impossible, for the Dean to console Minna. Minna 
temporarily flies into a rage against Corde, who, in her 
opinion, seems to be giving a lecture on contemporary man's 
life on earth. In Chicago, the Dean hospitalizes her. 
After she recovers, she takes her husband to Mount Palomar 
observatory where, to observe the night sky, she ascends 
with her husband to the top of the telescope. Bellow 
writes, "She [Minna] was Corde's representative among those 
bright things so thick and close" (DD, p. 312). The truth 
is that both the Dean and Minna have wisdom, compassion, and 
humanness to such an extent that they cannot but succeed 
in their devotion to each other. 
Like the novels, several of Bellow's shorter works 
show some significant aspects of family relationships. The 
first of these shorter works is Bellow's short story ''A 
Trip to Galena." In this story, Bellow shows how a sister 
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may be loving toward a brother, while, at the same time 
using him for her own advantage. The protagonist Weyl re-
veals to a patient and good-hearted listener named Scampi 
that he took a trip to Galena with his sister Fanny and her 
fiance. Fanny wanted Weyl to marry, because she felt he 
hadn't done well by himself. She took him to meet the Neffs, 
her in-laws to-be, because the Neffs had marriageable 
daughters. Weyl was irritated and suddenly left, producing 
a bad impression on the Neffs. Ostensibly, Fanny took her 
brother to Galena only because she desired his welfare. 
There is no doubt that she desired her brother's welfare. 
At a deeper level, however, she was actuated by the desire 
to make her own position doubly secure by showing off her 
family to her would-be in-laws. Bellow shows that though 
there may be love among family members, very often this 
love may be tinged with self-interest. But even this kind 
of love is a positive good, and Bellow suggests that this 
condition is almost inescapable. Human nature being what 
it is, man can hardly ever get rid of self-interest. 
The next story to be considered is Bellow's powerful 
short story "By the Rock Wall." In this story, Bellow 
shows chasms of distance separating man and wife, but 
still Bellow shows the protagonist making a courageous 
decision to cling to his wife, to do the best of a bad job, 
and to minimize their differences as far as it is humanly 
possible. 
Willard and his wife Genevieve disclose to each other 
the infidelities which they had hidden for fifteen long 
years. But it was not initially Genevieve's desire ~o 
cheat her husband; Willard had actually forced her, as it 
were, to engage in adultery. Once, while he and his wife 
were vacationing in Europe, after spending some time with 
his wife, Willard had wanted to go to Sienna alone. His 
wife had understood that his desire was to chase other 
women. She did not like the idea. She would have liked 
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him not to leave her forlorn and constrained to travel all 
alone from Rome to Amalfi. At one moment, Willard had 
almost changed his decision of going alone to Sienna. But 
he had gone and, in his absence, Genevieve had taken up 
with a beachboy. Willard did not enjoy himself in Sienna, 
because he remembered that the last look his wife had 
given him at the moment of parting was one of reproach. 
In the past, when challenged, Genevieve had concealed 
her affair with the beachboy. As the story opens, in a rare 
moment of candor she discloses to him her adultery. She 
also gets to know about his infidelities. Initially, 
Willard is staggered. Later, he realizes that no one be-
longs to another absolutely. Even his flesh conceals 
something hidden to his wife. Willard reflects, "There was 
nothing in the world that was absolutely for oneself. 
Nothing--Nothing! Neither she for him, nor he for her. 118 
There is a part in man that knows no marriage; there cannot 
be perfect communication between two human beings. Only 
God knows the totality of a human soul. Moreover, Willard 
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realizes that he feels pain at the fact of his wife's 
complicity because he wants to possess his wife entirely, 
to have her all to himself. Finally, he realizes that he 
is not unique; like him, there are countless neoole who are 
betrayed by their spouses. 
Willard becomes more humane when he realizes that both 
he and Genevieve had swindled each other and that they have 
to transcend their condition. There may be something beyond 
this state; there may not be. But he is heroic in his 
decision insofar as he tries to go beyond the condition of 
nightmarish deadlock in which neither happiness nor normal 
human existence seems to be possible. He expresses his 
courageous resolve in these words: "Now I know she has done 
just as I have. She has and I have; exactly the same, both 
of us. We'll have to try to get beyond it" (pp. 215-16). 
In "The Hrecker I II Bellow shows a wife Is genuine sympathy 
for her husband, even when her mother is highly critical of 
the son-in-law. Albert, the ?rotagonist, is seen wrecking 
an apartment because he has been unhappy there for the past 
fifteen years of his life. The city has bought the whole 
building to demolish it and build a school there. The city 
authorities have given a handsome bonus to every family, 
so almost everyone leaves some days in advance. But Albert, 
unlike other tenants, has refused the thousand dollar bonus. 
Albert's mother-in-law, who is visiting Albert and his 
wife Sarah, considers Albert a person of unsound mind and 
wonders why he refused the bonus. 
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Albert's crusade is a spiritual crusade. He wants to 
demolish the place where he had been unhappy in the past. 
He even says that he is wrecking the place for the sake of 
his health. His marriage with Sarah seems to have been an 
ordinary marriage, with all its pleasures and pains. But 
Sarah is sympathetic to him. To demonstrate her allegiance 
to her husband, she even argues with her mother: 
MOTHER-IN-LAW The way you stand up for him! 
WIFE Of course I do. Ain't I the man's wife? 
I know what he's been through if you don't, 
and if he wants his revenge on the place 
it's his by right. 9 
Sarah becomes angry only when Albert starts wrecking the bed-
room. She asks him whether he had never been happy in that 
room. Albert agrees that surely there were spells of happi-
ness; however, he adds, "You can't have happy times if you 
have to swallow all the grievances" (p. 281). Sarah warns 
him that if he continues to wreck the bedroom, he will have 
to go to the new apartment alone. But Albert still goes on 
wrecking the apartment. When the chandelier falls down on 
his head and hurts him, Sarah's sympathy is aroused. Then, 
there is a sudden change of attitude in both Sarah and 
Albert. Sarah starts wrecking the apartment, saying that 
she will not hesitate to demolish even the bedroom. It is 
now Albert who is hesitant about joining her in the job of 
wrecking the apartment. When Sarah asks him whether he is 
74 
with her or not, he reluctantly agrees to join her. Sarah 
then says, ". maybe the best way to preserve the marriage 
is to destroy the home'' (p. 287). Albert mildly responds 
that maybe what she says is true. Sarah's decision to wreck 
the apartment shows that she wants to get rid of her pre-
vious unhappiness arising out of temporary domestic discords. 
She, like Albert, is enthusiastic about renovating their 
marriage, thereby drawing themselves closer to each other, 
and Bellow shows in this play the strengthening of family 
ties. 
Furthermore, in his short play "Orarige Souffle," Bellow 
shows that his protagonist can respond favorably when some-
one is genuinely affectionate to him, but if he finds that 
someone is approaching him with an ulterior motive, he is 
immediately alert and defensive. The two central characters 
of this play are Hilda and Pennington. Hilda is a middle-
aged prostitute and Pennington is a very old millionaire. 
She dresses him during one of their meetings, and he is 
puzzled by her solicitude. To Hilda, the millionaire re-
veals in an indirect manner that he was not deeply committed 
to his family. One suspects that the members of his family, 
in their turn, had not shown as much affection and concern 
as would have satisfied his cravings. 
Pennington wants everything between him and Hilda to be 
businesslike, as it had been in the past. Hilda tells him 
that he has never wanted to know anything about her back-
ground; he doesn't even know her last name. He becomes 
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interested when she tells him that she has been financially 
independent for some time and for six years he has been 
her only client. He asks her what is so special about him. 
He starts talking to her about his past life, and she is 
full of praise for him. However, she has an ulterior 
motive. She wants to be socially allied to him so that 
she can be a hostess in his big house, delighting everybody. 
The moment Pennington realizes that he is merely a means to 
an end, he loses interest in her and hurriedly leaves the 
house. She is left sobbing, full of anger. Her last words 
are, "Once they get you down, they never let you Ul:)! 
10 Never, never!" This short play shows that the protagonist 
is hungry for affection, but since neither his family nor 
his mistress can be genuinely affectionate to him, he is 
left dissatisfied and he cannot give his allegiance to 
either of them. 
Moreover, in his short story "A Silver Dish," Bellow 
shows that a protagonist may hate the crime of his father 
but still love him. The protagonist of this story is a 
sixty-year-old businessman named Woody. His father Morris 
Selbst had many disqualifications: he deserted his own 
family; he used to bet on horses; and he stole a silver 
dish from the house of a benevolent Christian lady who was 
helping his family and patronizing his son Woody. One good 
thing about Morris, however, was that he truly loved his 
mistress Halina. 
Although Woody did not like his father's theft of the 
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silver dish, an occurrence which had cost Woody his place 
in the seminary, he could look beyond his father 1 s limita-
tions and could be affectionately drawn toward him. We 
also come to know that Morris had returned his father's 
affection. 
Woody is affectionate and dutiful not only toward his 
father, but also toward his old mother who requires nursing, 
and his two unmarried sisters who are sick and who period-
ically require hospitalization in a mental institution. 
Woody "took full responsibility for them all." 11 Probably 
because of maladjustment, Woody doesn't live with his wife. 
He has a mistress who also lives alone. But since his wife 
has not learned how to take care of herself, Woody does her 
shopping regularly. The scene in the hospital, where Morris 
is dying and Woody tries to restrain him from detaching the 
life-preserving tubes, shows the ingrained love of the 
family which is unkillable in the human heart. But Woody 
struggles unsuccessfully and the old man finally dies. 
In sunuuary, Bellow shows from the beginning of his 
career the faith he posits in the family as an institu-
tion. A chronological study of his works reveals the in-
tensification of his positive feelings regarding the family, 
a development which can be further defined by a close 
analysis of four of his major novels. Of these four novels, 
Seize the Day illustrates two members of a family involved 
in a conflict because of their contradictory attitudes re-
garding the family. The three other novels, namely, The 
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Victim, The Adventures of Augie March, and Henderson the 
Rain King, illustrate how the protagonists deepen their 
awareness of family relationships after they pass through 
their crises. In all four novels, not only do the 
protagonists come closer to their families, they also come 
closer to humanity as well. 
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CHAPTER III 
THE VICTIM 
In The Victim, the familiar pattern of familial rela-
tionship can once again be discerned. The protagonist is 
not alienated from his spouse. He is somewhat remote from 
his brother and his brother's family, but that distance is 
not caused by any kind of spiritual turmoil. The conditions 
of modern life and the unequal social and economic positions 
of the families of the two brothers seem to have created 
the distance in the first place. 
In course of the novel, the protagonist's family feel-
ing deepens. The strengthening of family ties takes place 
in a natural manner. Though the protagonist, Asa Leventhal, 
is not close to his brother Max's family, his nephew's 
sudden illness makes demands on Asa's family sense. Max is 
away from his home, and Asa is required to take care of his 
sick nephew during Max's absence. Asa gives a good account 
of himself, and though Mickey later dies, Asa does his ut-
most to save his nephew. In course of the novel, Asa comes 
closer to his brother's family and closer to his wife Mary. 
Just as he becomes anxious about his sick nephew, Asa 
is afflicted with a personal crisis, and he ultimately sue-
ceeds in overcoming it. In the process of trying to overcome 
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his crisis, Asa develops as a human being and his general 
attitude to humanity is substantially improved. The deepen-
ing of the family sense and the growth of positive feelings 
towards humanity take place side by side in Asa's psyche. 
These two types of growth are intertwined because of the 
close juxtaposition of the critical illness in Max's family 
and the personal crisis in Asa's life. Thus, one can safely 
assert that Asa's deepening family sense positively in-
fluences his attitude towards humanity and vice versa. Asa's 
development is very similar to the development of other 
Bellovian protagonists, who, at the conclusion of their 
quests, show a deepening of family sense and an increasing 
love for humanity. 
At the outset, it would be a good idea to take stock 
of Asa's family background, which is different from the 
family history of Bellow's heroes such as Joseph and 
Henderson. Asa's family background is particularly signifi-
cant because the influence of the original family is per-
vasive in Asa's life in various ways. Asa's father is 
selfish and not self-sacrificing like Citrine's or Herzog's 
father: 
His [Asa's] father, who had owned a small dry 
goods store, was a turbulent man, harsh and selfish 
toward his sons. Their mother had died in an 
insane asylum when Leventhal was eight and his 
brother six. At the time of her disappearance 
from the house, the elder Leventhal had answered 
their questions about her with an embittered 
"gone away," suggestive of desertion. They were 
nearly full grown before they learned what 
happened to her. 1 
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The grown-up Asa discards his father's selfishness and harsh-
ness. Asa also does not either hate or show any disrespect 
to his memory. Asa, unlike his father, becomes more and 
more humane. 
Asa's mother's insanity is also crucial in this novel. 
The total insanity of the protagonist's mother is not 
typical in Bellow's fiction. Moreover, in The Victim, Bellow 
shows that the insanity of a parent does not stop at the 
precincts of the original family. 
In fact, the madness of Asa's mother casts a lingering 
shadow in the novel and serves to define the distinction 
of character between Asa and his brother Max. The remem-
brance of his mother's madness creates an element of un-
certainty in Asa's character and approach to reality. Asa 
fears the threat of oncoming madness. He has not forgotten 
his mother's screaming. With such an inheritance, Asa is 
already predisposed to expect calamity. On the other hand, 
Max is never perturbed by the memory of his mother's madness. 
Before discussing the deepening of Asa's family feeling, 
it is necessary to examine the crisis Asa experiences and 
the way he develops a positive attitude towards humanity as 
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a whole. Bellow almost invariably shows that genuine family 
feeling in the protagonist is linked to a genuine love and 
concern for humanity. Love for humanity is not easily 
achieved. The protagonist normally has to undergo a per-
sonal crisis before he can emerge with a renewed dedication 
to humanity. Asa's development follows a similar pattern. 
As the novel unfolds, Asa is the editor of a trade 
paper. At this stage, Asa's relationship with humanity is 
imperfect. He is not completely at ease in his environment. 
While Asa is on duty one day, he gets a message from Elena, 
his brother Max's wife, that her son Mickey is sick. As 
Asa leaves in the middle of his work, he overhears his 
chief, Mr. Beard, saying, 
"Takes unfair advantage, like the rest of his 
brethren. I've never known one who wouldn't. Al-
ways please themselves first . " (TV, p. 5) 
After a few days, Asa is visited by a personal 
nemesis. An old acquaintance named Kirby Allbee suddenly 
appears on the scene and starts accusing the stupefied Asa 
of being responsible for all the misfortunes that had be-
fallen Allbee. All that Asa remembers is that one day, at 
a party, the gentile Allbee had made some anti-Semitic 
remarks. Allbee later arranged for an interview between 
his boss Rudiger and Asa. In that interview, Rudiger was 
unnecessarily rude to Asa, who in turn behaved rudely to 
Rudiger. Later, Allbee lost his job. This had set Allbee 
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adrift, and he later lost his wife, first by separation and 
then through death. Allbee later became an alcoholic and 
sank to the lowest depths of failure and degradation. Now, 
appearing before Asa, he accuses him of having tried to 
take revenge against Allbee for his anti-Semitic remarks 
by intentionally being rude to Rudiger. When Allbee's 
accusations become insistent, the ground gives way beneath 
Asa's feet, and Asa feels very much like Kafka's protagonist 
in The Trial. 
Furthermore, the fact that Asa is already predisposed 
to calamity hinders him initially from dealing successfully 
with this crisis. Normally, Asa's secret fears are held in 
check. For example, when he first meets Allbee in the park, 
he feels superior to him. Also, he is as much amused as he 
is puzzled: "Who's this customer? An actor if I ever saw 
one. My God, my God, what kind of fish is this? One of 
those guys who want to think they can see to the bottom of 
your soul" (TV, p. 26). The conversation between Allbee and 
Asa at this first meeting becomes the central issue of the 
novel. Asa tells Allbee, "You haven't got anything to write 
me for. I haven't thought about you for years, frankly, and 
I don't know why you think I care whether you exist or not. 
What, are we related?" (TV, p. 29). Allbee laughs as he 
answers, "By blood? No, no . . heavens" (TV, o. 29). 
Allbee's laughter is actually a triumphant kind of 
laughter because this novel will make a rigorous examination 
of what it is that binds human beings together and will 
come up with the answer that no son of Adam can claim to 
have nothing to do with any other human being. 
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Of course, Allbee's accusation is meaningless. Robert 
R. Dutton correctly asserts that "Asa is trapped by forces 
that are surely not of his own making. 112 Asa thinks that 
Allbee lost his job because of his drinking habit. Moreover, 
Allbee's thinking is characterized by a paranoid fear of 
a Jewish conspiracy. Significantly, in the past Asa also 
thought like Allbee. When he was unemployed, Asa felt that 
his name must have been included in a "black list," for 
firm after firm rejected him. After shouting at Rudiger, 
he expressed to Harkavy his fear that Rudiger could have 
him blacklisted. Harkavy disagrees and comments on his 
paranoia: "Now be careful. You have that tendency boy, 
do you know that?" (TV, p. 46). 
At this juncture, Asa is very much like his father, 
who was also a victim of paranoid thinking: 
His [Asa's] father had lived poor and died poor, 
that stern, proud old fool with his savage looks, 
to whom nothing mattered save his advantage and 
to be freed by money from the power of his 
enemies. And who were the enemies? The world, 
everyone. (TV, p. 111) 
Later on, as Asa.develops more and more as a human being, he 
will be able to establish positive relationships with 
people--both family members and humanity in general. He 
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will then be able to leave his fears behind and will recoil 
from his father's view of life. 
In fact, even before his troubles with Allbee had 
started, Asa was gradually becoming somewhat free from the 
treachery of paranoid thinking. When he became an editor, 
his suspicions about the "black list" faded and he ceased 
to fear Rudiger. It should also be noted that if his 
character did not improve substantially and his suspicions 
did not disappear, his attitude towards his brother's 
wife and his brother's mother-in-law would never have become 
truly positive. Indeed, his crisis with Allbee helps him 
in clarifying his vision of reality as a whole. 
When Asa tells Harkavy about the menace that Allbee 
poses, Harkavy behaves as a man of the world, and his 
reaction is unambiguous: 
"If you don't mind, Asa, there's one thing I have 
to point out that you haven't learned. We're 
men of the world. It's almost a sin to be so 
innocent. Get next to yourself, boy, will you?" 
(TV I p. 8 8) 
But Williston's reaction is somewhat different. Williston 
believes that whether Asa's rudeness to Rudiger was inten-
tional or not, it had cost Allbee his job. Thus, though he 
is certain that he had intended no evil towards Allbee, he 
cannot feel completely innocent. When Asa thinks deeply 
about the whole affair, he concludes that 
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It was, after all, something he could either take 
seriously or dismiss as an annoyance. It was up 
to him. He had only to insist that he wasn't 
responsible and it disappeared altogether. It 
was his conviction against an accusation nobody 
would expect him to take at face value. And 
what more was there for him to say than that his 
part in it was accidental? At worst, an accident, 
unintentional. (TV I p. 96) 
Ultimately, Asa feels that it is necessary for him to 
accept some of the blame for Allbee's downfall. Asa's 
acknowledgement of Allbee's humanity is indeed momentous. 
Thus, Diana Trilling's judgement is entirely perceptive: 
"[R]ead solely as a novel about the Jewish situation, it is 
morally one of the farthest reaching books our contemporary 
3 
culture has produced." 
What makes Asa aware of the common humanity that he 
shares with Allbee is the fact that he had narrowly missed 
Allbee's fate. David D. Galloway rightly says, "It is 
through Kirby Allbee that Asa achieves an awakening that 
will allow him 'to know what he is, to know what he is for, 
4 to know his purpose, to seek grade.'" 
Alan Coren has said, "There is nothing mystical about 
Asa Leventhal's alienation; his is no search for salvation, 
no hunger for a transcendental truth or meaning. 115 But it 
is difficult to accept this judgement. The Victim reminds 
one strongly of the Catholic poet Francis Thompson's "The 
Hound of Heaven," which argues that the sinner's lot is 
sorrow until and unless he turns his face towards God and 
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makes his peace with Hirn. Similarly, Asa cannot regain 
spiritual calm unless and until he acknowledges his responsi-
bility for his unsuccessful and ravaged brother, Kirby 
Allbee. Once Asa learns to be concerned about the fate of 
Allbee, Asa's relation to the human family, which is a 
magnified version of his immediate family, will be proper 
and beyond reproach. As Naomi Lebowitz indicates, 
Like Dr. Rieux, hero of Camus's The Plague, 
Leventhal ultimately realizes that to be merely 
human, neither more nor less, is the most 
necessary and difficult role. That he is 
initially less than human is attested to by the 
6 
sudden appearance of a double. 
Asa suffers from feelings of guilt, because whereas 
people like Allbee ''did not get away with it," he certainly 
got away with it. If one believes in a mechanistic uni-
verse in which each man is indifferent to his neighbor, 
such disparity poses no problem. But if one has the 
religious intuition that man is created in the image of 
his Maker, a successful man may feel some responsibility 
for those like Allbee who fail. It is significant that 
Asa, on his own initiative, accepts more and more responsi-
bility for Allbee. Although Alan S. Downer has stated, 
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"It is never clear what 'The Victim' is about, 117 this seems 
to be a superficial judgement. The truth is that it is 
impossible to miss what the novel is about; it is about the 
individual's basic link with humanity, a link which he can 
only deny at his peril. 
Bellow also suggests that natural man is the inheritor 
of fierceness and cruelty. The unredeemed man exhibits the 
same viciousness and aggression as beasts of prey. Norman 
Podho:retz is correct in asserting that "What we have in 
The Victim is the vision of a city as a tiny village sur-
rounded on all sides by a jungle that threatens at any moment 
to spill over and engulf the precious little oasis at its 
8 
center." Asa, on his visit to Elena's house on Staten 
Island, encounters the following spectacle: 
The towers on the shore rose up in the huge 
blocks, scorched, smoky, gray, and bare white 
where the sun was direct upon them. The notion 
brushed Leventhal's mind that the light over them 
and over the water was akin to the yellow re-
vealed in the slit of the eye of a wild animal, 
say a lion, something inhuman that didn't care 
about anything human and yet was implanted in 
every human being too . (TV, p. 51) 
Bellow makes it quite clear that just as the yellow tinge in 
the slit of its eye reveals that an animal is ferocious so 
too are humans marked by savagery. The question in Bellow's 
9 :0 
novel takes the form of how a man should behave after he 
recognizes the inhumanity that is innate in him. While 
speaking about the qualities that constitute "good acting," 
Schlossberg says to Asa and certain other friends, 
"I'll tell you. It's bad to be less than human 
and it's bad to be more than human. What's more 
than human? Caesar, if you remember, in the 
play wanted to be like a god. Can a god have 
disease? So this is a sick man's idea of God. 
Does a statue have wax in its ears? Naturally 
not. It doesn't sweat, either, except maybe 
blood on holidays. If I can talk myself into 
it that I never sweat and make everybody else 
act as if it was true, maybe I can fix it up 
about dying, too. We only know what it is to die 
because some people die and, if we make ourselves 
different from them, maybe we don't have to? Less 
than human is the other side of it. I'll come 
to it. So here is the whole thing, then. Good 
acting is what is exactly human. And if you 
say I am a tough critic, you mean I have a high 
opinion of what is human. That is my whole idea. 
More than human, can you have any use for life? 
Less than human, you don't either." (TV, p. 133) 
In other words, Schlossberg asserts that man should not 
rest satisfied until he succeeds in being fully human. Man 
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cannot transcend the limitations of the human condition, 
but he definitely can be in control of the promptings of 
his lower nature. Schlossberg further says, "Have dignity, 
you understand me? Choose dignity. Nobody knows enough to 
turn it down" (TV, p. 134). And dignity is what Asa 
ultimately chooses. Of course, Asa does not accept the 
entire blame for Allbee's fate, but he wants to do what he 
realistically can to help Allbee pursue a worthier fate. 
Asa gradually learns what it is to be human: "He 
[Asa] liked to think 'human' means accountable in spite of 
many weaknesses--at the last moment, tough enough to hold" 
(TV, p. 154). Later, Asa intends to send Allbee to 
Shifcart with a reference. When Allbee is shelterless, Asa 
puts him up at his apartment and lends him money. Ihab H. 
Hassan's assessment of this is entirely right: "Man must 
finally stand up for his fellow man. Asa is compelled to 
stand up for Kirby whether he is friend or foe. 119 
Allbee explains to Asa the central tenet of Christian-
i ty--the repentance of fallen man--and he expresses to Asa 
his desire to reform: "I know that I don't have to be next 
year what I was last year" (TV, p. 228). When Allbee 
refrains from drinking for one evening and comes back home 
after having a haircut, Asa is elated at the sight of 
Allbee's supposed efforts to transform himself and is 
affectionately drawn towards him. 
It is when Allbee reads the intimate postcards that 
Mary has sent her husband Asa, and when Allbee brings in a 
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prostitute to Asa's apartment, that Asa severs his relation-
ship with Allbee and throws him out. This action is timely, 
because later on Allbee sneaks into the apartment and 
turns on the gas, ostensibly to commit suicide, and maybe 
to kill Asa as well. 
After Allbee leaves, things go well with Asa in the 
next few years: "The consciousness of an unremitting daily 
fight, though still present, was fainter and less troubling" 
(TV, p. 285). His health improves, and he looks years 
_younger: "Something recalcitant seemed to have left him; 
he was not exactly affable, but his obstinately unrevealing 
expression had softened" (TV, p. 295). And most important, 
he recovers spiritual poise: "And as time went on, he lost 
the feeling that he had, as he used to say, 'got away with 
it,' his guilty relief and the accompanying sense of in-
fringement" (TV, p. 285). Thus, Mark Scharer is seen to 
have reached a correct conclusion regarding The Victim: 
"Alienation, relation, assimilation: the thematic progres-
sion is something like that. 1110 
The last glimpse we have of Allbee is at the theatre 
where it becomes clear that Allbee has become the gigolo 
of a once famous actress, Yvonne Crane, who is now a fading 
beauty. The two men have differentiated themselves. Allbee 
wears a flower on his jacket: "The flower stuck Leventhal 
in a very curious way as a mark of something extraordinary, 
barbaric, rich, even decadent" (TV, p. 290). The descrip-
tion continues: 
On nearer sight, Allbee did not look good. His 
color was an unhealthy one. Leventhal had the 
feeling that it was the decay of something that 
had gone into the appearance of well-being, 
something intimate. There was very little play 
in the deepened wrin~les around his eyes. They 
had a fabric quality, crumpled and blank. A 
smell of whisky came from him. (TV, p. 292) 
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It is obvious that, unlike Asa, Allbee has not chosen dig-
nity. However, since Asa had done his utmost to help re-
claim Allbee, Asa is no longer plagued with guilt feelings. 
Furthermore, the growth in Asa of a positive attitude 
towards humanity parallels the growth in him of positive 
family feelings. In the course of the novel, Asa's family 
sense is considerably deepened. At the beginning of the 
novel, Asa has very little to do either with his brother 
Max or Max's family. When Asa goes to Max's house, he 
finds that his elder nephew Philip doesn't even know him. 
Also, Elena doesn't know the name of Asa's wife, who is for 
the time being away from Asa, visiting her recently widowed 
mother and helping her to move from Baltimore to Charleston. 
However, the sight of his nephews spontaneously revives 
Asa's family feeling and tells him what to do. Alan Coren 
notes that Asa handles "family problems and responsibilities 
with a duty characteristic of his race" (Coren, p. 624). 
Asa immediately takes an active role when he sees the sick 
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Mickey. He argues that Mickey should be taken to the 
hospital. Elena thinks that Mickey is better off at home, 
where she can take care of him herself. On his second visit 
to Elena's home, Asa is very sympathetic toward Philip. 
Later, on a Saturday afternoon, Asa takes Philip out on an 
outing. He does so to make up for his previous neglect. 
Thus, it is seen that family feeling may lie dormant for a 
long time in the Bellovian protagonist, and when circum-
stances are propitious or when contingencies demand it, the 
protagonist may express it in abundance. 
In the course of the novel, Asa's attitude to his broth-
er undergoes a profound change. Initially, when Asa learns 
from the doctor that Mickey's condition is serious, Asa 
is furious about his brother Max. He mentally composes a 
letter: "'Dear Max, if you can tear yourself away from 
what you're doing if you can manage to get away for a 
while . '" (TV, p. 6 2) . Asa also does not want to spare 
his brother; he is angry because he thinks that Max is not 
fulfilling his duties as a family man: "He [Max] sends 
them money and that makes him a father. That's the end of 
his responsibilities. That's fatherhood, that's his idea of 
duty" (TV, p. 137). Actually, Asa is not quite fair to Max, 
since Max is anything but irresponsible towards his family. 
Max must keep his family in Staten Island because he cannot 
find a flat in the over-crowded city where he is working. 
Indeed, Max's own family is entirely cohesive, and genuine 
affection binds the family members together. 
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Later, Mickey dies, and Max comes too late to see Mickey 
alive. At Mickey's funeral, Asa and Max come closer: 
The sight of him [Max] hit Leventhal with a 
terrible force. He had been prepared to meet 
him in anger; his very first word was to have 
been a rebuke. But now, instead of speaking, he 
took in his brother's appearance, the darkness 
and soreness of his swollen face, the scar at 
the corner of his mouth from a cut received in a 
street fight years ago in Hartford. 
i80-81) 
(TV, pp. 
Clasping Leventhal's hand and stooping over it, Max cries. 
Elena takes to her bed, crying most of the time. Thus, it 
is inevitable that Max will turn to his brother when he 
suffers bereavement. 
Later Max goes to Asa's apartment, a place he never 
visited. When Max enters the house, it is as if he were 
entering a stranger's home. Asa recollects that since 
childhood he and Max had not spent an hour together. Though 
the brothers were not as close to each other as was possible 
or desirable, a death in the family brings them closer, 
making them aware of the ties that bind them together. 
Initially, Asa betrays a lack of charity in his evalua-
tion of Elena and her mother, just as he betrayed a lack of 
charity in his judgement of Allbee. Asa tells Max that 
Elena reminds him at times of his mother, and Max is somewhat 
indignant. Asa also misinterprets Elena's looks at the 
chapel. He thinks that Elena is unhappy about him because 
he has talked her into sending Mickey to the hospital. 
Actually, Asa fails to realize that Elena is not angry 
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with him but mute with pain at the death of her son. Asa 
also wants Max to throw Elena's mother out. Asa is preju-
diced against Elena's mother, who is a Catholic. She had 
once said that if Elena married anybody but a Catholic, she 
would sever all relationship with Elena. Now that Mickey's 
illness has drawn Elena's mother to Max's household, Asa 
fears that she may have a pernicious influence on Elena, 
and subsequently there may be trouble in the family. 
What Asa fails to realize is that it is concern for 
Mickey that has drawn Elena's mother to Max's household in 
the first place. She has not come to Max's family to be a 
domineering figure there. Max is not at all troubled. He 
reassures Asa that Elena's mother will not exert a perni-
cious influence on the household. About his mother-in-law, 
Max says, "I know she doesn't like me. So what? A worn-out 
old woman. I feel sad, sometimes, when I look at her" (TV, 
p. 241). Max is thus charitable toward and tolerant of 
people in general, even people who do not like him. One 
sees the extent of the spiritual development that Asa has 
to undergo before he, like his brother, can emerge as a 
person genuinely belonging to the human race. 
Asa becomes aware of his exaggerated and unfounded 
fears and prejudices regarding Elena and her mother after 
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Max clarifies his attitude towards them. Thereafter, Asa's 
attitude toward them changes, just as his attitude toward 
Allbee had changed. Bellow is religious in the sense 
Coleridge and Nathaniel Hawthorne are religious. Bellow 
thinks that if a man is to be truly human, he must make 
allowances for the weaknesses of his fellow human beings. 
Coleridge's ancient mariner can only be purged of his guilt 
when he can accept and bless the "slimy creatures" of the 
sea. Hawthorne's Young Goodman Brown cannot be purged of 
his guilt because he considers that everyone, including his 
wife Faith, is guilty, and that he alone is guiltless. Thus, 
he goes through life as an outcast, as an Ishmael, without 
recognizing the enormity of his sin--the absence of genuine 
compassion for others. Bellow is also like Bernard Malamud 
in this respect. The protagonist of Malamud's The Assistant 
succeeds in saving his soul when he shows true compassion 
for the Jewish grocer and his destitute family after his 
death. Another Malamud protagonist, Fidelrnan in Pictures 
of Fidelman, can only save his soul when he starts loving 
others, and the last sentence of the novel shows Fidelman 
returning to his home in America and attempting to save his 
soul by loving men and women. 
Bellow also shows in The Victim that inter-racial and 
inter-religious marriages may create harmony. Elena, a 
Catholic, had married Max, a Jew. Elsewhere in Bellow's 
fiction, it can be seen that a man's marrying a woman of 
the same race and religion does not ensure that there will 
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be harmony in the couple's relationship. For example, 
Charlie Citrine and Denise in Humboldt's Gift are both 
Jewish, but their relationship becomes increasingly meaning-
less and terminates in permanent separation. 
In The Victim, one finds unmistakable evidence that 
Max and Elena are quite happy together. Max tells Asa: 
"I've got to get back to my job, and we don't want to be 
separated again" (TV, p. 241). Max also pays glowing 
tribute to what Elena had done for him in the past: "During 
the depression when I was laid up, she [Elena] went out and 
peddled stuff from door to door" (TV, p. 241). Moreover, 
when the family was on relief, Elena had a brother who 
wanted to involve Max in a racket which could have brought 
Max some money. Elena said "no," whereas another woman, 
Max feels, would have said, "'Go ahead' " (TV, p. 2 41) . 
So, the family stayed on relief, but in retrospect, Max 
pays a tribute to his wife's honesty and perspicacity. 
Towards the end of the novel, Asa emerges as a truly 
loving elder brother. In a conversation with Max, Asa 
tries to console him. Max tells him, "I feel half burned 
out already" (TV, p. 242). Asa's reply indicates how 
genuinely he tries to inspire his brother. Asa says, "Half 
burned? I'm older than you and I don't say that" (TV, 
p. 242). Asa further adds, "There have been times when I 
felt like that, too, that's a feeling that comes and goes" 
( TV , p . 2 4 2 ) . 
At the moment of parting at the subway, Max and Asa 
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have a conversation which is significant: 
"If you need me for anything . II 
Leventhal said. 
"Thanks." 
"I mean it." 
"Thank you." He extended his hand. Leventhal 
clumsily spread his arms wide and clasped him. 
(TV, p. 243) 
The conversation reveals that Asa has truly begun to love 
his brother. 
Moreover, not only does Asa come closer to his original 
family, but also he comes closer to his wife Mary. One 
can appreciate Asa's increasing love for Mary if one con-
siders their premarital relationship. When Asa first 
f.ell in love with Mary, there was no sign of trouble on the 
horizon: "That she was still not accustomed to thinking of 
herself as a woman, and a beautiful woman, made Leventhal 
feel very tender toward her" (TV, p. 15). But later Asa 
came to know, through her confession, that she could not 
break off an old attachment with another married man. The 
relationship between Asa and Mary was interrupted for years. 
Then they started to correspond again and later were mar-
ried. Asa felt convinced when Mary reassured him that she 
had not "chosen him [Asa] indiscriminately" (TV, p. 17). 
In the course of the novel, Asa shows his dependence 
on his wife. We are told, for example, that "Since Mary's 
departure his [Asa's] nerves had been unsteady. 
bathroom light burning all night" (TV, p. 25). 
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He kept the 
It is 
suggested that Mary has the power to restore normalcy. To 
Harkavy, Asa declares that Mary's absence has been hard on 
him. Again, when Asa is going to send a wire to Max, 
Mrs. Harkavy thinks that he is going to send the wire to 
his wife. Mrs. Harkavy's point of view can be accepted by 
the reader, and her positive feelings regarding devotion 
in marriage reveal Bellow's own attitude toward the in-
stitution: 
"Daniel, it's not a thing to joke about, if a 
couple is devoted, it's nothing to ridicule. 
These days when marriages are so flimsy it's a 
real pleasure to see devotion. Couples go to 
City Hall like I might go to five-and-dime to buy 
a hinge. Two boards on a hinge, and clap, 
clap, that's a marriage. Wire your wife, Asa, 
it's the right thing and it's sweet. Never 
mind." (TV I p. 82) 
After Allbee goes away, Asa is eager to have his wife 
back. He experiences "a kind of intoxication." He stops 
before Mary's picture on the desk and caresses her face 
"with his thumb over the glass" (TV, p. 279). Mary is 
equally eager to come back. Asa becomes impatient and 
mentally tries to visualize the scene of Mary's arrival at 
the station platform. He wonders how he would embrace her 
and what greetings he would use to welcome her back: "He 
[Asa] struggled over a choice of greetings" (TV, n. 280). 
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In the culminating scene, when Asa is seen with Mary at the 
theatre, she is pregnant. Her pregnancy holds the promise 
of new life, and Asa's attitude towards her gives an indica-
tion of his and Mary's conjugal felicity: "Her [Mary's] 
skin looked very pure, and his heart rose as he watched 
her, intent on the play" (TV, p. 288). 
Moreover, Bellow shows love sprouting in the most 
unlikely place, and indicates that even a derelict may be 
faithful to a spouse, even after the spouse repudiates him. 
We find in The Victim a derelict like Allbee expressing 
genuine love for his deceased wife. Although Allbee is 
often unreliable in his protestations, the grief that he 
shows for his deceased wife seems to be authentic. At 
least one character in the novel, Mrs. Williston, endorses 
Allbee's love for his deceased wife. Asa had thought about 
Allbee's wife that "She was much too good for him, much 
too good" (TV, p. 73). However, when Allbee tells Asa 
what his reactions are to his wife's death, one cannot but 
be impressed by Allbee's feelings: 
"You long for your wife when she goes, if you 
love her. And may be sometimes if you don't love 
her so much. I wouldn't know. But you're to-
gether, she bends to you and you bend to her in 
everything, and when she dies there you stand, 
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bent, and look senseless . II (TV, p. 7 4) 
Allbee also tells Asa that he didn't want his wife to leave 
him. Later, when Allbee brings a prostitute to Asa's bed, 
Asa is enraged and tells him, ". . I thought you couldn't 
get over your wife" (TV, p. 271). Allbee replies, "Don't 
you mention my wife!" (TV, p. 271). Allbee further adds, 
"Leave things alone that you don't understand" (TV, p. 271) 
The implication is that casual sensual relationships leave 
Allbee's remembrance of his wife entirely unsullied. 
Finally, it can be said that the protagonist Asa 
Leventhal becomes a balanced and humane person through his 
encounter with Allbee. The encounter, which is shocking, 
unexpected, and painful, forces Asa to look within himself 
and to determine anew his relationship with his own family 
and with humanity. In the process, he grows both mentally 
and spiritually. He develops the proper attitude that a 
mature human being should adopt towards mankind in general. 
He learns to feel compassion for Allbee. He feels concerned 
for his nephew, the dying Mickey, whom he had neglected in 
the past. He learns to accept Elena, a relation to whom he 
had not been just, and Elena's mother, an unhappy old lady 
to whom one could not afford to be unkind. His relationship 
with his brother develops to the extent that it leaves both 
of them refreshed, renewed, and satisfied. Moreover; he 
emerges as a loving and affectionate husband, proud of his 
wife, and eagerly awaiting the moment when a child will be 
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born unto him. Asa's expectation of the birth of a child 
is immensely significant, for fatherhood normally not only 
commits a person to his own immediate family, but it also 
commits him irrevocably to the human race. 
Thus, Bellow once again has shown in this novel that 
the family as an institution is truly vital and indispens-
able. Moreover, it is through the family that man learns 
that all human beings are expected to love one another. 
This is the supreme realization that the Bellovian protagon-
ist must finally have--a realization that a unity subsists 
through everything even when things very of ten appear to 
be diverse, chaotic, and unrelated. In Seize the Day, 
Bellow presents one of the most potent forces that can 
hinder people from realizing this unity even within the 
precincts of the family. 
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CHAPTER IV 
SEIZE THE DAY 
Excessive materialism is a potent factor that can cause, 
as Bellow shows us, disruptions within the family. If it 
does not always cause the total disintegration of the family, 
it can at least obstruct the smooth flow of sympathy among 
the family members. Bellow has written in "The Uses of 
Adversity" about the perils of materialism: 
The lives of the Castros with their new wealth 
stand as a warning that the heart may empty as 
the belly fills. . now that technology ex-
tends the promise of an .increase of wealth we 
had better be aware of the poverty of the soul 
as terrible as that of the body. 1 
Before we pass on to a discussion of the devastating effects 
of materialism on the family, it would be proper to discuss 
how pernicious Bellow considers the effects of materialism 
to be when it is pervasive in society. 
In one of Bellow's short stories entitled ''The Gonzaga 
Manuscripts," the central character Clarence Feiler makes a 
trip to Madrid from California in quest of some manuscripts 
that the famous poet Gonzaga, now dead, is supposed to have 
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left behind him. The poems are love poems addressed to 
the Countess del Nido, Gonzaga's friend and literary 
executor. Guzman asks him to talk to a nephew of the 
deceased secretary to the Countess. One of these nephews 
puts him on the track of a cousin of his, Alvarez-Polvo. 
Polvo is interested only in money, and thinking that 
Clarence must be an American businessman, he brings out 
shares of stocks in a pitchblende mine in Morocco. When 
Clarence expresses sutprise, asking what in the earth he has 
to do with a pitchblende mine, Polvo answers, "What any 
businessman would want. To sell it. Pitchblende has 
uranium in it. Uranium is used in atom bombs." 2 In disgust 
and despair, Clarence parts from Alvarez-Polvo and, before 
he leaves, he learns that the poems were buried with the 
Countess and that no copies were ever made of them. 
In the story, then, a sensitive young man feels the 
impact of the baneful effect of materialism. His scholastic 
quest is rendered meaningless in a world where most people 
are under the sway of the money. Elsewhere, Bellow shows 
us how devastating that kind of materialism can be when it 
operates within the precincts of the family. In "A Father-
to-Be," Bellow shows that materialism can adversely af-
fect the relationship between a man and his would-be wife. 
In an important play entitled The Last Analysis, Bellow 
shows that materialism can create havoc not only in the 
relationship between a husband and wife, but also in the 
relationship between a father and a son. 
108' 
In "A Father-to-Be," we find a thirty-one-year-old 
research chemist named Rogin, who is beset with financial 
anxieties which neither his fiancee nor his mother seems to 
appreciate. He is doing all he can to pay Joan's debts be-
cause she is jobless and she is not willing to condescend 
to accept any ordinary job. Moreover, Joan, like Madeleine 
in Herzog, has expensive tastes. She is not considerate 
enough to find out how her expensive tastes affect Rogin. 
Rogin also has to put a brother through college. Rogin's 
mother seems to be dependent on him, and even she shows 
less affection for him because he cannot fulfill all her 
material needs: "She had always spoiled him and made his 
brother envy him. But what she expected now! Oh, Lord, how 
he had to pay, and it had never occurred to him formerly 
that these things might have a price. "3 
Ro gin is going to have supper with Joan and, on his 
way to her apartment, Rog in studies the man sitting next to 
him in the subway train. This passenger seems not to impress 
Ragin, and he reminds Ragin strongly of Joan. Ragin thinks 
that forty years hence, he may have a son who will look 
like this stranger. Ragin doesn't find anything in common 
between himself and this stranger. 
As Ragin comes into the house, Joan begins to treat 
him as a baby. She insists on washing his hair with a 
shampoo. Rogin has rehearsed some angry words to say to 
her, but as she starts washing his hair, he forgets every-
thing: 
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[She] pressed against him from behind, surrounding 
him, pouring the water gently over him until it 
seemed to him that the water came from within 
him, it was the warm fluid of his own secret 
loving spirit overflowing into the sink, green 
and foaming, and the words he had rehearsed he 
forgot, and his anger at his son-to-be disappeared 
altogether, and he sighed, and said to her from 
the water-filled hollow of the sink, "You always 
had such wonderful ideas Joan. You know? You 
have a kind of instinct, a regular gift." (p. 155) 
Joan may be a spendthrift; she may be callous to Rogin's 
financial anxiety; but she is not cruel like most of the 
castrating ex-wives in Bellow's fiction: Margaret, 
.Madeleine, or Denise. However, Rogin's bitterness about 
her callousness seems to be something settled in his soul. 
Therefore, one wonders whether he merely represses his 
bitterness towards Joan and pretends to feel affection for 
her, or whether because of genuine love for her, he ignores 
the imperfection of her nature. Thus, Tony Tanner is right 
in expressing doubts regarding the resolution of the story: 
"Whether this is an ennervated capitulation or a courageous 
assumption of life's duties is not discussed. 114 
In The Last Analysis, Bellow more clearly shows how 
family relationships are almost entirely ruined because of 
excessive greed or materialism. The central character is 
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Bummidge who is taken advantage of not only by the members 
of his own family, but by nearly everyone who has anything 
to do with him. Bummidge is a failed comedian who once 
was very successful. He is afflicted with ''Humani tis," a 
disease which afflicts him when he considers the plight of 
human existence. As the play opens, he tries to act as his 
own analyst, investigating his past for the secret of his 
life. He tries to relive his past over closed-circuit 
television, telecasting it to a convention of psychoanalysts 
at the Waldorf. 
Burnmidge reveals that he had a period of early hostil-
ity towards his father. Actually, he couldn't accept the 
discipline his father imposed on him. His father had to 
slave away from the age of thirteen, and since there was 
poverty in the house, he wanted his son to emulate him. 
But in spite of this juvenile hostility, Bummidge loved his 
father. When his father had his last illness, Burnmidge 
felt profound pity for him: "Pa . oh, Pa, your lip is 
so white. Age and weakness have suddenly come over you. 
5 Papa, don't go from us." Though Burrunidge also had some 
negligible kind of early difficulties with his mother, in 
retrospect, he says that his love for his mother outweighed 
his love for his father. He says, "I put a rose bush on 
Mama's grave. But Papa's grave is sinking, sinking" (p. 2 9). 
Bummidge's wife Bella is estranged from him. So far as 
greed is concerned, she is no different from Margaret in 
Seize the Day or Denise in Humboldt's Gift. When Bumrnidge 
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was in his heyday, she exploited him. While describing the 
cast of characters, Bellow writes about her, "Burrunidge's 
estranged wife. Not as estranged as he would like her to 
be. Bella is proud of her businesslike ways, her air of 
command. She is an aggressive woman . " (p. x). About 
Bummidge's mistress, Bellow writes, "The relationshit:i has 
obviously faded. She does not expect to get much more from 
him and is tired of humoring him" (p. x). Even Bummidge's 
sister wants to take advantage of him. Bummidge's cousin 
Winkleman had also made millions on Bummidge. His greed has 
dehumanized him. He says, "It's true, I no longer care who 
lives and who dies. Still I have to pursue my own way" 
(p. 11). Bummidge's son Max is furious with his father 
because his father had raised for his program thirty-five 
thousand dollars on the property in Staten Island which is 
Max's in trust. Burrunidge, like Tommy Wilhelm in Seize 
the Day, feels that fathers should be fathers and sons should 
be sons. He admonishes Max: "My boy, this war of fathers 
and sons is a racket. Humankind has a horrible instinct for 
complaint. It's one whole section of the death instinct" 
(p. 33). But his ideas are entirely lost on Max. 
When Bummidge is successful and Fiddleman showers him 
with television offers, Bummidge turns them down. His desire 
is to establish a Platonic Academy of Comedy. He wants to 
lead an austere life, rendering genuine service to the poor, 
the sad, the bored, and the tedious of the earth. Bellow 
makes it amply clear how well-nigh impossible it is for a 
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man, if he is surrounded by greedy harpies like the relatives 
of Bummidge, to find happiness in life and to retain the 
lustre of his soul. Appropriately, he repudiates all his 
false relatives, saying, "You came between me and my soul" 
(p. 117). Bummidge is then prepared to meet his scientific 
colleagues with a mind divested of encumbrances. 
Although these shorter works examine to some extent 
the effects of materialism on family relationships, Bellow 
treats the topic much more fully in Seize the Day. In the 
novel, we find a wealthy and materialistic father with-
holding aid from a helpless son whose resources have failed 
him. Moreover, Tommy Wilhelm, the son, gets no sympathy 
from his wife, who is also harsh, cruel, and materialistic. 
When Tommy is constrained to seek aid from a pseudo healer, 
all his money is stolen. Since Tommy believes in the 
sacredness of family relationships and in the qualities of 
mercy, pity, and fairness, and since the world denies him, 
what stance is he supposed to adopt towards his family 
members and toward the world as a whole? How can he save 
his soul and grow as a human being? 
Seize the Day depicts the agonies of a man whose last 
resources are about to fail him. Tommy Wilhelm, who has 
foolishly quit his job and who has given about seven hundred 
dollars (the larger part of his savings) to a charlatan 
named Dr. Tamkin, has no money to pay his hotel bill with 
or to meet the demands of his estranged wife Margaret, who 
does not show any consideration for him. His father is 
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staying at the same hotel, but his father, Dr. Adler, extends 
no practical help to him in his direst need. Thus, Robert 
R. Dutton's conclusion is correct: "One of the major themes 
of Seize the Day ... is the isolation of the human spirit 
in modern society. 116 
It is not that Tommy has led the life of a useless 
person all his life. On the contrary, until he left his 
job (though he left the job foolishly, he left it out of a 
sense of honor) , he had scrupulously looked after his wife 
and two children and fulfilled his social obligations. 
However, on that fateful day of reckoning, Tommy realizes 
that he had made a number of crucial mistakes in the past, 
sometimes against the promptings of his heart. First, he 
had denied his father by changing his name. Early in the 
nineteen-thirties, because of his good looks, he had felt 
that he could build a successful career in the film industry. 
Therefore, leaving school against the wishes of his family, 
he had gone to Hollywood. There, he had stubbornly tried 
for seven years to become a screen artist. Although long 
before that time he had recognized the folly of persisting, 
he had remained in California out of pride or laziness: 
At last he turned to other things, but those 
seven years of persistence and defeat had un-
fitted him somehow for trades and businesses, 
and then it was too late to go into one of the 
professions. He had been slow to mature, and 
7 he had lost ground. 
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Tommy had been taken in by the promises of Maurice Venice, 
who had promised him a career in films. Later, he found out 
that Maurice Venice was a kind of trickster. Also, Tommy 
had thought several times about not marrying Margaret. Then, 
against the warnings of his deeper self, he had gone for-
ward and married her. Even in his maturity, he makes a 
serious mistake. As the novel opens, we learn that he has 
handed over his savings to Dr. Tamkin to invest in lard, 
even though he had an intuition that Tamkin could not be 
trusted. 
Adler knows his son's condition. But he is too mater-
ialistic to care for a middle-aged son: 
He behaved toward his son as he had formerly 
done toward his patients, and it was a great 
grief to Wilhelm; it was almost too much to 
bear. Couldn't he see--couldn't he feel? Had 
he lost his family sense? (STD, p. 15) 
Adler, a rich, successful, and retired physician, is an 
inveterate lover of self: "He [Adler] had always been a 
vain man. To see how his father loved himself sometimes 
made Wilhelm madly indignant" (STD, p. 16). Adler feels 
that he has earned the right, because of his wealth and 
success, to lead a peaceful life in his old age. No son 
or daughter, especially an unsuccessful son like Tommy, 
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has any right to disturb him with pleas for help. 
In fact, Wilhelm had told his father on one occasion, 
"Father--it so happens that I'm in a bad way now. 
I hate to have to say it. You realize that I'd 
rather have good news to bring you. But it's 
true. And since it's true, Dad--what else am I 
supposed to say? It's true." (STD I p. 15) 
But his father had no answer for him. While thinking about 
his father, Wilhelm remembers a line from Shakespeare's 
sonnet seventy-three: "Love that well which thou must leave 
ere long." This line, in the context of the novel, shows 
what people can normally expect of an old man like Dr. 
Adler who is about to reach the end of his earthly pilgrim-
age. As a man grows old, usually he becomes mellower 
because he has to leave for good the world and all that he 
has loved therein. But materialism and inordinate self-
love have hardened Adler's heart so much that he cannot, even 
for a single moment in the novel, behave as a kind old man 
or a normal father. Ironically, the lesson that Shake-
speare's line contains will be learned by Wilhelm himself; 
it is he who will look with eyes kindled with love and com-
passion on everybody, including strangers. 
Wilhelm remembers another verse from Milton's "Lycidas": 
"Sunk though he be beneath the wat'ry floor." Milton's 
"Lycidas" is an elegy over the death of a young man. Just 
as Edward King, in death, deserves our sympathy, similarly a 
down-and-out young man like Tommy Wilhelm, who is, meta-
phorically speaking, about to "drown," also deserves our 
sympathy. But Dr. Adler is not prepared to show active 
sympathy to Wilhelm. 
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Dr. Adler believes in the materialistic values of the 
age. He knows Tommy's real state, but on one occasion he 
brags to another old man that Wilhelm is a sales executive, 
and that Wilhelm did not have the patience to finish school. 
Wilhelm remembers that even when he was young his father 
was not a "pal" to him. Wilhelm asks his father innocently 
what year Wilhelm's mother died. His father does not remem-
ber, but Wilhelm knows: "As though he didn't know the year, 
the month, the day, the very hour of his mother's death" 
(ST~, p. 32). 
When Wilhelm and Adler are discussing the death of 
Wilhelm's mother, Adler thinks that Tommy is complaining to 
him about his mother's death. A loveless man can thus mis-
construe even an innocent question. When Adler cannot re-
member the year of his wife's death, he pleads that an old 
man's memory is unreliable. But Wilhelm knows that if he 
were to ask the old man what year he had interned, the doctor 
would give an accurate answer. Still, his son doesn't bear 
a grudge against him: "All the same, don't make an issue. 
Don't quarrel with your own father. Have pity on an old 
man's feelings" (STD, p. 32). 
Wilhelm cannot forget his mother (usually, the pro-
tagonist's mother, except when she is institutionalized, is 
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extremely affectionate to the children). So he visits her 
grave periodically. On one such visit, Wilhelm finds that 
the stone bench between his mother's and grandmother's 
graves has been overturned and broken by vandals. He wants 
his father to pay for a new seat, but Adler receives the 
suggestion cooly and does nothing about it. However, Wilhelm 
pays a man at the cemetery to say prayers for his deceased 
mother. 
Wilhelm certainly has his faults. After he gave up 
his job, he did nothing practical to get another. More-
over, he expects too much from his father, with whose nature 
he is more or less familiar. However, Wilhelm also has 
some truly admirable qualities. Unlike his harsh and 
materialistic father, Wilhelm feels that affection and 
compassion should be the basis of transactions among family 
members. Later, Wilhelm will learn that sympathy and 
compassion should be the basis also of dealings among all 
human beings. 
In contrast, Adler's harshness towards his son is 
utterly indefensible. He plays the perennial disciplinar-
ian and refuses to feel any sympathy for his son when it is 
obvious that even a total stranger would feel genuine 
sympathy for him and would try to do something concrete to 
help him. 
Wilhelm is a man who would never willingly hurt any 
man's feelings. But even he cannot avoid conflicts with 
his father: 
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But in conversation with his father he was apt 
to lose control of himself. After any talk with 
Dr. Adler, Wilhelm generally felt dissatisfied, 
and his dissatisfaction reached its greatest 
intensity when they discussed family mattersw 
(STD, p. 34) 
It can be seen that the source of the conflicts between 
Tommy and his father is traceable to their divergent atti-
tudes towards the family. Tommy earnestly believes in fam-
ily cohesion and mutual helpfulness among family members, 
but his father is an individualist who believes that a man's 
duty terminates when his children are grown up. 
The institution of the family would be greatly damaged 
if all fathers started behaving like Adler, but fortunately, 
most fathers are not as hard-hearted as he is. Significant-
ly, Adler, because of his erroneous attitude, has become 
alienated from both of his children, Tommy and Catherine. 
And because of Adler's inflexible attitude, Tommy faces 
almost total ruin and destitution. 
Wilhelm is profoundly desirous of changing what his 
life has turned into as his prayer indicates: 
"Oh, God, let me out of this trouble. Let me 
out of my thoughts, and let me do something better 
with myself. For all the time I have wasted I 
am very sorry. Let me out of this clutch and 
into a different life. For I am all balled up. 
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Have mercy." (STD I p. 3 0) 
But Wilhelm is caught totally unprepared for the contingen-
cies of life, and he is forced to ask his father for help, 
something he has never done before. 
Not only is Adler without compassion, but Margaret also 
has no sympathy for Wilhelm. Materialism has frozen her 
family feelings. She will not give him a divorce, and he 
has to support her and his two children. She regularly 
agrees to divorce him, and then thinks things over and sets 
new and more difficult conditions. She goes out with other 
men, but still takes Wilhelm's money. For the first time, he 
sends her a postdated check, and she protests. She also 
sends bills for the boys' educational policies, due the 
following week. She doesn't bother to understand that 
Wilhelm is almost destitute. 
It is not that Wilhelm does not have feelings for his 
children. In fact, though he is separated from his children, 
he is a responsible father. The children are never far away 
from his thoughts: 
They were his kids, and he took care of them and 
always would. He had planned to set up a trust 
fund. But that was on his former expectations. 
Now he had to rethink the future, because of the 
money problem. (STD, p. 35) 
Wilhelm's major problem is how to get money to take care of 
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his children. 
Margaret also loves her children, but she makes the care 
of the children a pretext to punish Wilhelm. When Wilhelm 
tells her to get some kind of job to help raise them, she 
refuses even though she is a qualified person. She says 
that she won't have the children running loose, but this is 
merely a pretext, for the children are grown up. Actually, 
she is so selfish that she does not care about what happens 
to Wilhelm. Wilhelm reminds her that he once loved her and 
had given her his best. Moreover, they had lived together 
for long. Now he wants some consideration from her, but she 
is relentless in her demands, taunts him, and even refuses 
to sign a joint return with him. 
In Bellow's work, the estranged husband is suspicious 
of his wife. Wilhelm feels that Margaret is turning his 
two sons against him. He normally takes the sons out, but 
he feels that his sons do not know how much he cares for 
them. 
Moreover, as has been noted, though Bellow's husbands 
may suffer from serious maladjustment with their wives, as 
a result of which divorce or separation becomes inevitable, 
the same men may have a pleasant relationship with their 
mistresses. Wilhelm loves his mistress, Olive, but cannot 
marry her because Margaret will not divorce him. Margaret 
is not only materialistic, but she is cruel and shrewd. 
Wilhelm delivers a tirade against the acquisitive men-
tality of people like Ma~garet and his fa~hei: 
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"How they adore money ... Holy money! Beautiful 
money! It was getting so that people were feeble-
minded about everything except money. While if you 
didn't have it you were a dummy, a durruny! You 
had to excuse yourself from the face of the earth." 
(STD, p. 41) 
Wilhelm says that when he had money, others bled it from 
him, implicitly accusing the one-time beneficiaries of his 
wealth who now do not care for him. Neither Adler nor 
Margaret has genuine concern for Wilhelm because they fear 
that Wilhelm has nothing to give them. 
Adler hides his indifference to his son by saying that 
he can have sympathy for real ailments. In other words, 
Adler insinuates that Wilhelm's ailments are fictitious, not 
real. But Wilhelm, knowing that his ailments are real, 
feels that he has a claim on his father. Richard Chase is 
entirely right when he says, 
Of course, they [Wilhelm's wife and his father] 
have their point but Wilhelm is not entirely wrong 
in thinking that there is something sinister and 
inhumanly aggressive in their nagqing insistence 
that (as Augie would say) he allow himself to be 
recruited to their versions of reality. 8 
It is obvious that although the father has forgotten the 
traditional relationship between him and his son, the son 
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holds tenaciously to traditional familial relationships and 
specifically to the concept of fatherhood: 
And, furthermore, he [Wilhelm] could not succeed 
in excusing his father on the ground of old age. 
No, no, he could not. I am his son, he thought. 
He is my father. He is as much father as I am 
son--old or not. (STD, p. 49) 
Adler, moreover, offers useless advice to his son. He 
prescribes exercise and the baths for a patient who is 
drowning. As Wilhelm tells his father, 
"Well, Dad, she [Margaret] hates me. I feel she's 
strangling me. I can't catch my breath. She 
just has fixed herself on me to kill me. She 
can do it at long distance. One of these days 
I'll be struck down by suffocation or apoplexy 
because of her. I just can't catch my breath." 
(STD, p. 55) 
Four years back, when Wilhelm and his wife separated, he 
gave her everything. He had only wanted their dog, Scis-
sors, but she would not give it to him. Adler says that 
possibly Wilhelm's problem with Margaret was sexual, and 
that if this was so, he should have persisted. Wilhelm's 
answer indicates that Adler may be partially correct, but 
that there was wider incompatibility: "She wouldn't be 
like me, so I tried to be like her, and I couldn't do it" 
(STD, p. 57). Finally, because he was becoming sick, he 
separated from her. 
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The father, like a true diagnostician, devoid of emo-
tional involvement, inquires why Wilhelm lost his job with 
the Rojax Corporation. He insinuates that it may have been 
the result of a problem with either a man or a woman. The 
suddenness of such an accusation reveals that the doctor 
indeed does not know his son, is unaware of his sensitivity 
or his inalienable decency. 
This rigorous inquisition merely leads to Adler's 
assertion that he himself had no problem with Wilhelm's 
mother. Wilhelm says that Margaret cannot be compared to 
his mother. A typical Bellow protagonist, he considers 
his mother perfect, whereas his estranged wife cannot reach 
such perfection. Wilhelm says that his mother never did 
any harm to his father; in fact, she was a true helpmate 
to him, everything that a wife has traditionally been sup-
posed to be. 
Finally, after all subterfuges are exhausted, Adler 
comes out into the open and plainly declares that he cannot 
aid his son: 
"I can't give you any money. There would be no 
end to it if I started. You and your sister 
would take the last buck from me. I'm still 
alive, not dead. I am still here. Life isn't 
over yet. I am as much alive as you or anyone. 
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And I want no body on my back. Get off. And I 
give you the same advice, Wilky. Carry nobody 
on your back." (STD, p. 61) 
Adler has adopted a philosophy according to which one's 
money is dearer to one than one's son or daughter or 
brother. It is possible for a person to live in accordance 
with such a dangerous philosophy, but a person who holds 
this erroneous philosophy cannot but be finally alienated 
from both family and humanity in general. 
As the novel unfolds, it becomes clear that Adler is 
very far from understanding the mind of his tragic and 
pitiable son. Wilhelm says, "It isn't the money, but only 
the assistance; not even assistance but just the feeling" 
(STD, p. 63). This statement makes clear that Wilhelm 
has all along looked for true sympathy and affection from 
his father, and that his father has all along been afraid 
to show him any sympathy just because he doesn't want to 
part with his money. As Norman Podhoretz suggests, 
The world of Seize the Day, indeed, might fairly 
be compared with the world of The Deer Park, for 
each in its own way is an image of society at 
the end of its historical term, a civilization 
whose particular compromise with nature has all 
but broken down. . The nature to which Bellow 
wishes to return in Seize the Day is not the 
instinctual nature that Norman Mailer talks 
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about, but nature as theologians have conceived 
of it: a harmonious universe ruled over by God, 
a universe in which man has reassumed his proper 
place in the cosmic hierarchy. 9 
What Wilhelm says of his own feelings about his father 
shows how unsullied his family sense is in spite of the 
gross materialism he sees all around him, most shockingly 
in his own father: 
"If he was poor, I could care for him and show 
it. The way I could care, too, if I only had 
a chance. He'd see how much love and respect 
I had in me. It would make him a different man, 
too. He'd put his hands on me and give me his 
blessing." ( s TD_,. D • 6 3 )__ 
As one reviewer of Seize the Day put it, "The human quali-
ties of the characters are revealed most fully in the 
portrayal of Tommy Wilhelm .,10 
Since his family fails him, Wilhelm seeks the help of 
society. He believes that Dr. Tamkin can help him. How-
ever, Wilhelm will later learn that Tamkin is a charlatan 
and a cheat. First, Tamkin sifts the nature of Wilhelm's 
family feeling. Wilhelm reveals to Tamkin the genuineness 
of his feeling for his father. Second, Tamkin, as a sup-
posed healer, is the only person to whom Wilhelm turns for 
help. When Tamkin cheats him, Wilhelm finds out that 
nobody else will tell him what to do about his own life. 
Wilhelm must look within himself and discover his true 
nature, and if he is to save his own soul in a world in 
which most people are selfish, he has to change his old 
self somewhat and adopt a different stance towards life 
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as a whole. As a result of his s·oul-searching, T'Jilhelm 
succeeds in feeling empathy for humanity rather than being 
alienated from everyone. 
There is one revealing exchange between the pseudo-
psychologist Tamkin and Wilhelm. Tamkin questions Wilhelm 
about the money Wilhelm will get after his father's death. 
What the cynical Tamkin does not understand is that Wilhelm 
would be far more happy to have his father alive than to 
inherit his money. Tommy's reply reveals his real concern 
for his father: "When I get desperate--of course I think 
about money. But I don't want anything to hapoen to him. 
I certainly don't want him to die" (STD, p. 101). Tamkin 
does not seem to be entirely convinced; his brown eyes 
glitter shrewdly at him. Wilhelm tries to convince him 
once and for all about his real feelings towards his 
father: 
"You don't believe it. Maybe it's not psycho-
logical. But on my word of honor. A joke is a 
joke, but I don't want to joke about stuff like 
this. When he dies, I'll be robbed, like. I'll 
have no more father." (STD, p. 101) 
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But even then Tamkin asks him, "You love your old man?" 
(STD, p. 101). Wilhelm replies with total honesty: "Of 
course, of course I love him. My father. My mother--" 
(STD, p. 101). William J. Handy is entirely right in say-
ing that 
The key to the understanding of the deeper mean-
ings of the novel [Seize the Day] does not lie 
in the social and economic failures of the novel's 
central figure . . We see that behind all of 
his social aspirations and economic ambitions lies 
a driving need to be recognized. And what is 
singular is that it is not social recognition 
that he really seeks; it is recognition from his 
f h 11 at er. 
Unfortunately, Wilhelm does not get from his father the 
emotional support that he needs so desperately. 
When·Wilhelm turns to Tamkin, the latter behaves as if 
he were a genuine spiritual healer. But, actually, Tamkin 
is not a healer at all. As Tony Tanner notes, "Tommy 
Wilhelm also lives in a world of Machiavellians but this 
time they exert a real and sinister power and by the end 
of the book he is genuinely exhausted, bowed down, at the 
end of his tether" (Tanner, p. 58). Robert H. Fossum is 
also right in pointing out that "Tamkin . . tempts 
Wilhelm with 'success.' For like Mephisto, Tamkin's il-
lusory picture of 'realized potential' includes money and 
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'social power. ' It does not include self-possession. 1112 
Fossum further adds that Tamkin's "emphasis on guilt-free 
expression of the instincts corresponds to Mephisto's 
offer of sensual delights" (Fossum, p. 202). 
However, although Tamkin is a cheat, some of the 
ideas he utters are touched with genius. Bellow's irony 
is that at times the criminal can express profound truths 
without being aware of their profundity. For example, 
much as Matthew Arnold draws a distinction between the 
ordinary self and the best self in Culture and Anarchy, 
Tamkin draws a distinction between the two souls in man: 
"'What are thou?' Nothing. That's the answer. 
Nothing! So of course you can't stand that and 
want to be something, and you try. But instead 
of being this something, the man outs it over 
on everybody instead. You can't be that strict 
to yourself. You love a little. Like you have 
a dog and give some money to a charity drive. 
Now that isn't love, is it? What is it? Egotism, 
pure and simple. It's a way to love the pre-
tender soul. Vanity. Only vanity, is what it is. 
And social control. The interest of the pre-
tender soul is the same as the interest of the 
social life, the society mechanism. This is the 
main tragedy of human life. Oh, it is terrible! 
Terrible! You are not free. Your own betrayer 
129 
is inside of you and sells you out. You have to 
obey him like a slave. He makes you work like a 
horse. And for what? For who?" (STD, p. 77) 
Tamkin shows Wilhelm the path to freedom: 
"The purpose is to keep the whole thing going. 
The true soul is the one that pays the price. 
It suffers and gets sick, and it realizes that 
the pretender can't be loved. Because the pre-
tender is a lie. The true soul loves the truth. 
And when the true soul feels like this, it wants 
to kill the pretender. The love has turned into 
hate. Then you become dangerous. A killer. You 
have to kill the deceiver.,; (STD, p~ 78) 
He also tells Tamkin that like a parasite, the oretender 
soul takes away the energy of the true soul, thus enfee-
bling it in the process. Moreover, Tamkin gives momentous 
advice to Wilhelm: 
"The spiritual compensation is what I look for. 
Bringing people into the here-and-now. The 
real universe. That's the present moment. The 
past is no good to us. The future is full of 
anxiety. Only the present is real--the here-and-
now. Seize the day." (STD, p. 73) 
However, Tamkin does not know the value of what he is 
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saying. His values are commercial values; otherwise, he 
would not be a swindler. And thus his notion of carpe diem 
is materialistic and unimaginative. Associated with this 
idea is the idea of getting rich through intelligent invest-
ment. Bellow himself, however, intends the expression 
"seize the day" to carry an entirely different meaning, to 
suggest that man, at best a pilgrim and wayfarer, must 
love the world fully as each day slips by. This is the 
lesson which only Wilhelm in the novel is capable of learn-
ing. 
Learning this, Wilhelm grows to love humanity. He 
was capable of loving his family even before his crisis 
started, and he never loses his family sense. Moreover, 
one of his major preoccupations was how to deal with the 
problem of communication between man and man. Wilhelm 
had noticed that this problem existed mainly in cities, 
and that is why he had once expressed to his father his 
desire to leave the city and to go to the countryside: 
"You had to translate and translate, explain 
and explain, back and forth, and it was the 
punishment of hell not to understand or be 
understood, not to know the crazy from the 
sane, the wise from the fools, the young from 
the old or the sick from the well. The fathers 
were no fathers and the sons no sons. You had 
to talk with yourself in the daytime and reason 
with yourself at night. Who else was there to 
talk to in a city like New York?" (STD, p. 91) 
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One of the reasons why Wilhelm is deeply impressed by 
Tamkin's idea of the real soul is that Wilhelm feels that 
if people cultivated the real soul, a father would be 
a real father, and a son would be a real son. In fact, 
people would be themselves. Then there would be communica-
tion among human beings: 
[W]hat Tamkin would call the real soul says 
plain and understandable things to everyone. 
There sons and fathers are themselves . 
There truth for everybody may be found, and 
confusion is only--only temporary. __ (,7TD, pp. 
91-92) 
Wilhelm is aware of the necessity of human communica-
tion; he is profoundly stirred by the idea of the oneness 
of humanity or the Brotherhood of Man. This is an idea 
which does not animate any other character in the novel: 
Adler, Tamkin, Margaret, Mr. Perls, or Mr. Rappaport. 
Ironically, the one who is the most human of them all suf-
fers the worst. Wilhelm remembers that while he was 
walking through an underground corridor beneath Times 
Square, he had a realization: 
And in the dark tunnel, in the haste, heat, and 
darkness which disfigure and make freaks and 
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fragments of nose and eyes and teeth, all of a 
sudden, unsought, a general love of all these 
imperfect and lurid-looking people burst out in 
Wilhelm's breast. He loved them. They were his 
brothers and sisters. He was imperfect and dis-
figured himself, but what difference did that 
make if he was united with them by this blaze 
of love? And as he walked he began to say, "Oh 
my brothers--my brothers and sisters," blessing 
them as well as himself. (STD I p. 9 2) 
This realization was short-lived, but on this day of reckon-
ing, he decides to make it permanent. Wilhelm's considered 
opinion is that "There is a larger body, and from this 
you cannot be separated" (STD, p. 91). Once again, it is 
to be noted that Bellow thinks that love for the family 
should go hand in hand wi~h love for the wider body of 
humanity. At the moment of spiritual clarity, the Bello-
vian protagonist shows both kinds of love: love for the 
family and love for humanity. 
Before Wilhelm is compelled to look within himself to 
effect a change of attitude towards his fellow men, he 
tries to sound his father for the last time. The final 
confrontation between Wilhelm and his father takes place 
in the massage room. Wilhelm had placed a note in his 
father's mailbox, asking him to help him with some money. 
When Wilhelm learns that he has lost his money in 
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speculation and Tamkin is nowhere to be seen, he desperate-
ly seeks help from his father. As usual, Adler refuses 
and asks him to get money from someone else. Wilhelm 
expostulates with him, and when he reminds his father that 
there are things other than money that a father can give 
his son, Adler explodes in anger: "You want to make your-
self into my cross. But I am not going to pick up a cross. 
I'll see you dead, Wilky, by Christ, before I let you do 
this to me" (STD, p. 119). 
In total despair, Wilhelm leaves his father and starts 
walking aimlessly. He drifts into a Jewish funeral home. 
There he sees a corpse and bursts into tears: 
He [Wilhelm] cried at first softly and from 
sentiment, but soon from deeper feeling. He 
sobbed loudly and his face grew distorted and 
hot, and the tears stung his skin ... Soon he 
was past words, past reason, coherence. He 
could not stop. The source of all tears had 
suddenly sprung open within him, black, deep, 
and hot, and they were pouring out and convulsed 
his body, bending his shoulders, twisting his 
face, crippling the very hands with which he 
held his handkerchief. His efforts to collect 
himself were useless. The great knot of ill 
and grief in his throat swelled upward and he 
gave in utterly and held his face and wept. 
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He cried with all his heart. (STD, pp. 127-8) 
Actually, Wilhelm alone among those present is crying. 
Some people in the chapel think that Wilhelm must be some-
one closely related to the deceased "to carry on so" (STD, 
p. 128). It is obvious that Wilhelm's recent experiences 
have affected him to such an extent that he has to have 
sympathy for any kind of human suffering. Thus, Clinton 
W. Townbridge states, "The escape turns out to be a 
pilgrimage, the victim a penitent, and the descent into 
hell the necessary suffering out of which the soul is 
born. 1113 Townbridge further adds that "Bellow's great 
achievement in Seize the Day is that he finally forces us 
to see Wilhelm as a kind of hero" (Townbridge, p. 73). 
Thus, Wilhelm is not only mourning for the stranger 
whose funeral is taking place, but he is also mourning for 
himself, for his old father, and for every man, for he sees 
before himself what is in store for every human being. 
An awareness of death helps him to recognize and express 
sympathy for humanity, without which life is hardly 
livable. His love for family is now supplemented by his 
love for mankind, and he has succeeded in forging for him-
self a noble and viable philosophy of life. As Tony 
Tanner puts it, 
Thus Bellow admits that society with its in-
creasing materialism thEeatens to suffocate the 
soul with its profusion of things. But, he 
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asserts, the human spirit is inextinguishable. 
Society may move towards its death with false 
concepts of progress and prosperity--but some-
where, somehow, the human spirit will start to 
disengage itself, to protest, to assert its need 
for true values, for real freedom, for genuine 
reality. (Tanner, p. 5) 
Herbert Gold is also right in seeing Seize the Day as one 
of the central stories of our day. 14 It would be a mistake 
to think that Wilhelm is merely grovelling in self-pity. 
Wilhelm's reaction transcends mere self-pity, because he 
sees the pity of existence and the common human nature 
which unites all human beings. 
In The Adventures of Augie March, a different Bellow 
protagonist also starts out in life with a fully developed 
and commendable attitude towards his own family. But like 
Tommy Wilhelm and like a typical Bellow hero, he too 
learns from life the proper attitude that one should adopt 
towards humanity. For Augie March, this insight proves 
immensely helpful to him in establishing his own family. 
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CHAPTER V 
THE ADVENTURES OF AUGIE MARCH 
The nature of the protagonist's quest in The Adven-
tures of Augie March is best understood when the sub genre 
of the novel is understood, particularly because there is 
a lack of critical consensus regarding Augie's character 
and the lessons he learns at the end of the quest. The 
quest itself is important in this novel, as in every Bellow 
novel, because the quest very often helps the protagonist 
to develop a deepened family sense. If he already has 
strong family feeling, he also learns to have a truly 
developed attitude to humanity. When the protagonist 
learns to relate properly to both family and humanity, it 
can be said that he has achieved a measure of success in 
his quest for wholeness. 
A number of critics have commented on the form of 
Augie March. David D. Galloway is of the opinion that 
because of its flowing language, bumptious hero, and its 
mammoth episodic structure, it can be considered a modern 
picaresque and, in fact, it has been compared to the great 
picaresque novels of the past. 1 However, other critics 
have noticed that Augie is different from the traditional 
picaresque hero. Tony Tanner, among others, states, 
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The traditional picaresque hero is himself, fully 
formed, from the outset; his adventures multiply 
incidents without issuing in wisdom. But Augie 
is in fact trying to discover what he himself 
. . h d 2 is, int e eepest sense. 
Indeed, at the outset, Augie does not have enough wisdom, 
though he has a developed family sense. It is only at the 
end of his quest that he becomes wise enough to establish 
a family of his own on a solid foundation. Moreover, his 
attitude to people becomes truly vitalized. 
The novel opens with the delineation of Augie's 
original family. He undertakes his quest when he becomes 
an adult. Thus, before we discuss the nature and signifi-
cance of his quest, it would be appropriate to examine how 
Augie relates to his family. 
The picture of Augie's childhood in Chicago that 
Bellow delineates shows the indissoluble family bonds that 
bind the family members together. It is a link that 
endures throughout the novel, with slight and temporary 
fluctuations in the relationship between the siblings Augie 
and Simon. At the very outset, Augie says, 
My own parents were not much to me, though I 
cared for my own mother. She was simole-minded, 
and what I learned from her was not what she 
taught, but on the order of object lessons. 
She didn't have much to teach, poor woman. My 
3 brothers and I loved her. 
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Augie has no sister, only two brothers. One brother, 
Simon, grows up into an intelligent person, but the other 
brother, Georgie, is feeble-minded. A song which the 
feeble-minded Georgie used to sing shows how much their 
love for their mother was taken for granted: 
"Georgie Mahchy, Augie, Simey 
Winnie Mahchy, evwy, evwy love Marna." 
(AM, p. 3) 
Augie comments, "He [Georgie] was right about everyone 
save Winnie, Grandma Lausch's poodle, a pursy old overfed 
dog" (AM, p. 4). 
Actually, the family bonds had to be strong because 
otherwise the family could not have survived. Augie and 
Simon have only vague memories of their father, because 
their father deserted the family when the children were 
young. Within the family, Augie's father was mentioned 
only at rare moments of necessity. Augie says that his 
father was a soldier and wore a uniform. Then he guesses 
that his father used to drive a truck for Hall Brothers 
laundry on Marshfield. When the brothers grow up, neither 
they nor their mother ever says anything about the family 
deserter. On a later occasion, Augie tells Clem Tambow, 
"I don't know about my unfortunate father--he seemed to 
have done as most others, get in and then take off. 
Seemingly for liberty. Most likely for other trouble or 
suffering" (AM, p. 457). Augie certainly doesn't feel 
happy about his father deserting the family, but he in-
tuitively understands that his father must have been in 
trouble or been suffering, which explains his conduct. 
Thus, Augie is sympathetic, and not unduly harsh to his 
father. 
When the March brothers are still young, authority 
in the home is wielded by a boarder, who establishes 
herself in the family as Grandma Lausch. She rules be-
cause Augie's mother is a simple-minded woman who is 
unable to understand the complexity of the world. It is 
Grandma Lausch, a Machiavellian, who instructs Augie to 
lie to the charity people in order to get spectacles for 
his mother. Grandma Lausch tells the March children, 
''Nobody asks you to love the whole world, only 
to be honest, ehrlich . . The more you love 
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people they'll mix you up. A child loves, a 
person respects. Respect is better than love." 
(AM, p. 9) 
Augie is pliant enough to bow to Grandma Lausch's policy 
of duplicity and hypocrisy. In the absence of a responsi-
ble man in the household, everyone has to obey what Grand-
ma Lausch dictates. However, even when Augie matures and 
becomes somewhat wiser, he does not lose entirely his 
characteristic pliantness. 
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Augie seems to inherit this quality from his mother. 
She is meek and hard-working; not only is she Grandma 
Lausch's servant, but Augie says that she is "Winnie's 
servant" (AM, p. 3) as well. Augie's mother sewed button-
holes in a coat factory in a Wells Street loft. Augie 
says that she "occupied a place, I suppose, among women 
conquered by a superior force of love, like those women 
whom Zeus got the better of in animal form and who next 
had to take cover from his furious wife" (AM, p. 10). 
Certainly, both Augie and his mother are submissive, 
and submissiveness is often a negative quality. As Augie 
matures, his submissiveness is minimized somewhat, and on 
occasions he learns to rebel against things which are 
distasteful to him. His quest effects this positive 
change. His mother, on the contrary, remains a feeble-
minded and helpless woman. When Augie compares her to 
those women of whom Zeus took advantage, he does not want 
the comparison to appear as entirely inappropriate and 
ludicrous. The comparison is, of course, somewhat funny 
because Augie's parents cannot realistically be compared 
to Zeus and his consorts. But there is a basic similarity 
between Zeus's victims and Mrs. March, who trusted her 
lover and was later rejected. That Mrs. March, in spite 
of her mishap, shows the sweetness of her nature when she 
is bruised signifies that, according to Bellow, some 
measure of heroism is not impossible for humble people in 
the modern world. In fact, Mrs. March seems to radiate a 
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faith that there may be an end to suffering. 
Unlike some of Bellow's other protagonists, Augie is 
never so disturbed mentally and spiritually as to alienate 
himself from his original family. Pat Trefzger Overbeck 
mentions Augie's affectionate relationship with his mother. 4 
Robert Gorham Davis recognizes Augie's love for his entire 
family: "He [Augie] loves his family including his second 
brother who is an idiot. 115 At every major stage of the 
family history, Augie's inalienable sympathy for the family 
is evident. Robert R. Dutton is thus perceptive in his 
judgement: "Augie is an unconditional humanitarian. 116 For 
example, when Grandma Lausch suddenly decides that the 
feeble-minded Georgie should be institutionalized to 
prevent him from doing mischief to the neighborhood girls, 
Augie, like his mother, is very unhappy, and he opposes 
Grandma Lausch, arguing that Georgie has not yet done any 
harm. Augie's reaction is very different from Simon's 
and shows some basic early differences between the siblings. 
Simon agrees with Grandma Lausch in this matter, but he 
does not say anything openly and emphatically so as to 
avoid causing any pain to his mother. It is not that 
Simon doesn't have any sense of responsibility for Georgie, 
but he probably senses more than Augie that Georgie might 
easily get into trouble. 
Georgie is actually quite an important character in 
the novel, because he is never very far away from Augie's 
mind. As Augie becomes more mature, he takes Georgie into 
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consideration while devising any utopian plan. Before 
Georgie's departure for the institution, Augie starts 
spending almost all his time with him, "pulling him around 
on the sled, walking him in the park, and taking him to 
the Garfield Park conservatory to see the lemons bloom" 
(AM, pp. 55-56). Augie also buys a valise for Georgie, 
since it is going to be Georgie's permanent possession. 
And when Augie and his mother part from Georgie, leaving 
him in the institution, all three of them burst into tears. 
In fact, as Augie notes, there is something lacking in the 
March household after Georgie is sent to an institution: 
"After that we had a diminished family life, as though it 
were care of Georgie that had been the main basis of 
household union and everything was disturbed" (AM, p. 58). 
Once Georgie is institutionalized, Simon and Augie 
undertake their own quest for identity, quests which deter-
mine the character of the families they themselves subse-
quently establish. Developing different general philoso-
phies of life, they also develop different attitudes toward 
the family. Augie's final outlook is a product not only 
of his own experiences but also of his perception of his 
brother's failure. 
Although the two brothers are significantly different 
from one another, they are genuinely affectionate to each 
other and they are always concerned about each other's 
welfare. Simon returns his brother's love and feels respon-' 
sible for him. Speaking about Simon's practical design for 
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him, Augie says, "[H]e intended to carry me along with him, 
when it was time, the way Napoleon did his brothers" (AM, 
p. 53). Bellow here implies that though Simon does not 
have the same stature as Napoleon, still he shares with 
Napoleon the impulse to do good to his brother. Of course 
Simon is so materialistic that he cannot function as a 
proper guide for Augie's development. In fact, Augie's 
ideas regarding certain aspects of family relationships 
are markedly different from Simon's. 
On certain occasions, Simon does things which Augie 
would never do. When Simon is infatuated with Cissy 
Flexner and wants to raise money to marry her, he sells the 
flat and leaves his mother with the Kreindls. When Augie 
finds out, he pawns his clothes and puts his mother in a 
nursing home. Moreover, when Simon wants to marry 
Charlotte Magnus, a woman with money, Augie, on principle, 
does not like the idea. Simon doesn't think that there 
is much in the idea of marrying for love. He tells Augie, 
"Do you see anything so exceptional or wonder-
ful about it [marriage] that makes it such a 
deal? Why be fooling around to make this perfect 
great marriage? What's it going to save you 
from? Has it saved anybody--the jerks, the 
fools, the morons, the schleppers, the jag-
offs, the monkeys, the rats, the rabbits, or the 
decent unhappy people or what you call nice 
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people?" (AM, p. 198) 
It is obvious that Simon has seen some marriages made osten-
sibly for love turn out badly. He has fallaciously taken 
the notion to heart that all love marriages are doomed to 
end that way. He tells Augie, 
"Don't you see p~ople pondering how to marry for 
love and getting the blood gypped out of them? 
Because while they're looking for the best there 
is--and I figure that's what's wrong with you--
everything gets lost. It's sad, it's a pity, 
but it's the way." (.AM' p. 199) 
Simon marries for money, and his materialism will actually 
distort his relationship with his wife Charlotte. Bellow 
shows in this novel as he has done in Seize the Day, that 
materialism normally has disastrous consequences within the 
family. It is to be noted that Augie does not marry for 
money. The differences between the brothers here are 
crucial and will determine the subsequent fate of their 
marriages. 
Simon has accepted a world which is both naturalistic 
and deterministic. Men and women behave in particular 
ways, and that fact settles everything. He has to pay for 
his lack of faith. Augie, on the contrary, continually 
learns from his immersion in experience. Augie's desire is 
to pursue a "fate good enough" (AM, p. 318) . His ideas 
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are not as rigid as his brother's; the world he believes in 
is an open-ended world, where human history has not come 
to an end and many good things are yet to be. 
Simon marries for money, but happiness eludes him 
right from the beginning. Happiness is a factor which he 
didn't seem to have taken into consideration, but the truth 
is that happiness or its opposite exists in real life. 
After marriage, maybe to forget his unhappiness, Simon 
becomes a compulsive buyer of shirts, underclothes, slacks 
or shoes, items of which he has a surplus. Simon seems 
to compensate for the deprivation he had experienced in 
his childhood. As Augie notes, 
"I also knew that in the barber shop and on the 
shopping trips he was aiming to refresh himself; 
he slept badly and was looking flabby and ill, 
and one morning when he came to fetch me he 
locked himself in the toilet and cried." (~, 
p. 224) 
Moreover, Simon has received money from his father-in-law's 
family as an advance on his supposed ability to make a 
rich man of himself. Ultimately, Simon succeeds in amas-
sing a great amount of money, but in the early stage he is 
tense and troubled. It is at such times that family mem-
bers need one another, and in this novel the protagonist 
gives sustenance, rather than receives it. Augie stays 
with Simon for long periods of time and helps him in his 
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business. Augie says, "So I spent most of these months 
with him. I won't say we were never closer--he kept his 
ultimate thoughts stubbornly to himself--but we were never 
more together" (AM, p. 230). What Augie learns is also 
important: Simon is afraid of going bankrupt and he is 
in reality afraid of the Magnuses. 
Money also makes Simon reckless. He worries and, 
shortly afterwards, he needs his pick of easily procurable 
women to satisfy his lust. Augie's comments on this phenome-
non are perceptive: "The girls were not always frightened 
of him; he had a smell of power, he was handsome and I 
don't know what floors his bare feet left in shade-drawn 
hot rooms" (AM, p. 231). Simon clearly makes use of his 
affluence to drown his unhappiness in sensuality. Though 
he has to curb his promiscuity later because of pressure 
from his wife Charlotte, he never seems to find that hap-
piness which he had once ignored because of his desire for 
wealth. 
The open clash between Simon and Charlotte comes later. 
Simon has a protracted affair with a girl named Renee. What 
is surprising is that Simon tells Augie that Charlotte 
could do what he himself is doing. At the same time, to 
protect himself from Charlotte and Renee, Simon tells Augie 
in front of Renee that Charlotte is as close to him as 
anybody else in the world, and that he will not leave 
Charlotte under any circumstances. One wonders how much 
sincerity there is in such protestations. The truth is 
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that Charlotte knows that Simon married her for money, and 
Simon also knows that Charlotte knows the truth. Thus, to 
forget his unhappiness, Simon "shops" from woman to woman. 
Moreover, his relationship with Renee is particularly un-
satisfactory, because Renee insists on having all the 
amenities that Charlotte enjoys. Simon and Renee have 
fights over such items as clothes, gloves, a bottle of 
perfume, or a servant. Renee one day makes an unsuccessful 
attempt at committing suicide. One suspects that she is 
faking. Meanwhile, Charlotte comes to know about this 
clandestine affair and demands that he end it. 
Later, when Simon and Charlotte meet Augie in Europe, 
Augie learns that Renee had accused Simon of getting her 
pregnant, and that Simon had gone to Charlotte for aid. 
Charlotte protected him by saying that the child could 
belong to any of three of Renee's lovers, but Simon's 
vulnerability gave Charlotte an opportunity for revenge. 
She tells him, ". What did she [Renee] love you for? 
Your fat belly? Your scar on your forhead? Your bald 
spot? It was the money. It never was anything except the 
money" (AM, p. 532). Simon does not answer back. Char-
lotte's accusation is particularly insulting to Simon 
because, since he himself had married for money", he cannot 
accuse Renee of wanting money from him. Simon's material-
ism and promiscuity stand in the way of attaining happiness, 
and Charlotte does not spare him for his lovelessness. 
However, when Charlotte criticizes Simon's faults, 
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Augie notices that Simon is ashamed. Augie's family 
feeling is strong enough to make him sympathetic to his hap-
less brother. Augie tries to justify Simon, and he asks 
himself what Simon's secrets amount to: "[A]ll they were 
about was his mismanaged effort to live. To live and not 
die. And this was what he had to be ashamed of" (AM, 
p. 533). Augie also declares his undying affection for 
Simon: "I love my brother very much. I never meet him 
again without the utmost love filling me up. He has it 
too, though we both seem to fight it" (AM, p. 533). 
In fact, Augie shows his affection for Simon on 
numerous occasions. When Simon wanted him to marry Lucy 
Magnus, Augie had gone through the motions of paying court 
to her. Simon promised to support him if he wanted to 
study law and ha::J. g_randiose plans for Augie. He would 
even pay for Augie's courtship of Lucy, build him up with 
Lucy's family, and remove the obstacles in the path of 
Augie's marriage to her. Actually, Simon wanted to see 
his brother successful and settled in life. Augie's re-
action shows both his pliantness and his affection for 
Simon: "And I may as well say that I had a desire to go 
along with him [Simon] out of the love I felt for him and 
enthusiasm for his outlook. In which I didn't fundamen-
tally believe" (AM, p. 2 39) . Moreover, after there arises 
a misunderstanding between Augie and Simon regarding the 
nature of Augie's involvement with Mimi Villars, Augie 
makes it up with his brother at the earliest opportunity. 
Chester E. Eisinger writes, 
Augie . . suffers from terrible gestures of 
rejection from Simon. But he can surmount 
Simon's opportunistic and harsh treatment to 
make an outright declaration of love for his 
brother and to accept him, despite their dif-
ferences. Augie, knowing love, the love for 
his brother and the love for his wife Stella, 
finds himself and maintains his independence. 7 
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Simon's behavior is sometimes harsh, and Augie's relation-
ship with Simon has its ups and downs. But in spite of 
their differences, they reach out affectionately towards 
each other. Another critic, T. E. Cassidy, has recognized 
the affectionate, though sometimes ambiguous, relationship 
between Augie and Simon: "The one constant thread is the 
great but bumpy love between Augie and his money-
worshipping brother, Simon. 118 
Like Augie, Simon also has deep feelings for his 
original family. Simon never forgets his mother and he 
sees to it that his mother is comfortable in her nursing 
home. He visits her regularly to find out if she is being 
properly treated or not. He objects to her having room-
mates and gets her a private room. At one point, the 
director's wife asks her whether she would like to fit pins 
into Roosevelt campaign buttons. Mrs. March accepts. But 
when Simon sees his mother at this humble occupation, he 
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is outraged. He shouts at the director's wife and tells 
her that he will not have his mother working for ten, 
twenty, thirty cents, or a dollar an hour. Of course, the 
director's wife had innocently thought that work would keep 
Mrs. March happy. Simon tells her that his mother can have 
from him all the money she needs. Simon's exaggerated 
reaction reveals his pride, but it also shows his love for 
his old, semi-blind, and simple-minded mother. 
Simon's behavior, of course, is not always noble or 
exemplary. On one occasion, when Simon is with the Magnuses, 
he extols the Magnus family, while downgrading his original 
family in Augie's presence: 
"You can see how unlucky we were not to have this 
kind of close and loyal family. There isn't 
anything these people won't do for one another. 
We don't even understand what that is because 
we never experienced it, we missed it all our 
lives. We had no luck. Now they've taken me in 
and made me one of them, as if I were their own 
child. I never understood what a real family 
was till now, and you ought to know how grateful 
I am. They may seem a little slow-witted to you." 
(AM, p. 217) 
The last sentence shows Augie's love for banter. Though 
Augie notices that there is an element of truth in what 
Simon has said about the Magnus family, still he hates 
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Simon for denigrating his own family and wants to tell him, 
"This is crummy, to boost them and tear down your own. 
What's the matter with Mama or even Grandma?" (AM, p. 218). 
However, we should do well to remember that appearances 
are deceptive. Subsequently in the novel, we discover 
that though Simon loves to banter with the Magnuses, his 
real allegiance is to his original family. In other words, 
Simon's links with his original family, like Augie's, are 
truly indissoluble. 
Like Simon, Augie also establishes a family of his own 
towards the end of the novel, but before he does so, he has 
to correct many of his errors and to learn a lot from life. 
His quest through life prepares him to have a developed 
attitude toward people in general. Moreover, the insights 
he gains from his quest show him the basis of family life 
and of love and harmony in marriage. 
Augie learns different things from different people. 
Even the hypocritical Grandma has something to offer to 
Augie, some traits he can admire: pride, independence, and 
a protective attitude towards the March family. When her 
sons and Simon require her to move to the nursing home, she 
does so immediately without wasting any words. She does 
not appeal to anybody, either to the Marches or to her sons, 
and she finds sustenance in her solitary thoughts. 
Einhorn, similarly, is Machiavellian but, at the same 
time, possesses heroic qualities. Einhorn is a cripple, 
but he still continues to lead an active life. When Augie 
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gets involved in a robbery, it is Einhorn who asks him to 
desist, suggesting that crime is alien to Augie's nature. 
He tells Augie, "You've got opposition in you. You don't 
slide through everything. You just make it look so" (AM, 
p. 117). Augie thinks that Einhorn's characterization of 
him is right: 
I never have accepted determination and wouldn't 
become what other people wanted to make of me. 
I had said 'no' to Joe Gorman too. To Grandma. 
To Jimmy. To lots of people. Einhorn had seen 
this in me. Because he too wanted to exert 
influence. (AM, pp. 11 7-1_8) 
Had Einhorn's counsel totally sunk into Augie's mind, we 
would probably not see him later in the company of Joe 
Gorman, involved in the racket of running immigrants from 
the border from Canada. Nor would we see him towards the 
end of the novel connected with some shady business in 
Europe. 
Einhorn, of course, has his darker side. In business, 
he can very often be unscrupulous. He orders things on 
approval he doesn't intend to pay for--stamps, packages of 
linen sachet, Japanese paper roses, etc. He is also un-
faithful to his spouse. But Bellow seems to emphasize 
that there is heroism in common life. In spite of his 
handicap, Einhorn courageously embarks on a quest for self~ 
hood. As he tells Augie, 
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"Augie, you know another man in my position 
might be out of life for good. . You could say 
a man like me ought to be expected to lie down 
and quit the picture. Instead, I'm running a 
big business today." UV1, p. 75) 
Even so, when Augie says that William Einhorn was the 
first superior man he knew, it is difficult to accept his 
point of view. Significantly, when Einhorn advises Augie 
to get even with Simon, who fails to send Augie the money 
he needs, Augie decides to sever his relation with Einhorn. 
Irving Howe's judgement is thus highly perceptive: "Augie 
March is . a kind of paean to the idea of personal free-
dam in hostile circumstances. 119 Sara S. Chapman is also 
right in arguing that there are many similarities of per-
spective between Augie March and Melville's Pierre. Both 
these novels share an idealistic vision of the hero's 
initial response to the world, and both novels show their 
heroes becoming involved in the ambiguities of the world 
h . h h d. lO w ic t ey iscover. 
Later, Augie becomes the protege of Mrs. Renling, who 
pays for his education. But when the Renlings express the 
desire to adopt him, Augie refuses. Augie finds that Mrs. 
Renling's attitude to his own family is contemptuous. Mrs. 
Renling has never seen Augie's mother and doesn't intend 
to. When Augie tells Mrs. Renling in St. Joe that Simon is 
coming, she doesn't ask to meet him. At the same time, she 
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calls Augie "son" (AM, p. 152). Augie's reaction to this 
form of address is that he wants to remain faithful to his 
genuine family: "I had family enough to suit me and history 
to be loyal to, not as though I had been gotten off of a 
stockpile" (A..~, p. 153). When Augie declines the Renlings' 
offer, declaring that he has his own folks, Mrs. Renling 
asks, "What folks? What folks?" (AM, p. 153). Augie 
answers, "Why, my mother, my brothers" (AM, p. 153). But 
Mrs. Renling continues, "What have they got to do with it? 
Baloney! Where's your father--tell me!" (AM, p. 153). 
Augie cannot answer this charge. Mrs. Renling tells him, 
"You don't even know who he is. Now, Augie, 
don't be a fool. A real family is somebody, and 
offers you something. Renling and I will be your 
parents because we will give you, and all the 
rest is bunk." (AM, p. 153) 
It is obvious that Mrs. Renling's conception of the family 
is different from Augie's. Mrs. Renling is materialistic 
and thinks that the moment one fails to get any material 
benefit from his family, he does not need to pay any al-
legiance to it. Augie, on the contrary, believes that 
though he cannot get any material benefit from his family, 
he ought to remain true to it. Augie does not want to be 
won over to Mrs. Renling's point of view, and thus he parts 
from the Renlings and goes his own way. As Robert D. 
Crozier puts it, "Loyalty to his own sense of tradition in 
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his family, deracinated though it is, preserves him [Augie] 
from adoption by the forceful Mrs. Renling. 1111 
Here, Augie chooses love over money. John W. Aldridge 
suggests that this decision is not final: "What one sees 
is simply the rich and the poor, and these consequently 
become the poles of commitment between which Augie vacil-
lates. 1112 It seems clear, however, that there comes a time 
when Augie no longer vacillates but makes the proper kind 
of commitment. 
After many misadventures, Augie has a significant en-
counter with Kayo Obermark. Augie is both drawn by and 
resistant to Kayo's ideas; Kayo thinks that human life, 
being imperfect, is not enough. Kayo is not disappointed 
in humankind; he just doesn't care about it. But Augie 
decides to accept human life for what it is, together with 
its limitations and possibilities. He says, "What are you 
supposed to do but take the mixture and say imperfection is 
always the condition as found . II (AM, p. 260). 
Later, Augie continues his quest in Mexico, where he 
goes with Thea Fenchel, whom he loves. It is in Mexico 
that Augie gets the insight which helps him to look with 
somewhat changed eyes on humanity and to prepare himself to 
establish a family of his own on a solid foundation. 
Augie's affair with Thea is short-lived but crucial, 
since its termination forces Augie to recognize his limita-
tions. At first, Augie thinks that his love for her is 
perfect: "I loved her [Thea] to the degree that anything 
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she chanced to do was welcome to me" (AM, p. 312). Later, 
Augie finds that Thea's behavior is at times curious and 
crude. She also has a suspicious nature. Things reach 
a crisis when she tells him that in the past, she had 
indulged in adultery. Later, when Augie has an accident, 
Thea drifts apart from him. Augie learns, to his mortifi-
cation, that the young Talavera is a companion on Thea's 
hunting trips. Afterwards, Augie takes a false step, and 
in spite of Thea's objection, slips out in a car with 
Oliver's mistress Stella, ostensibly to rescue her from 
Oliver, but actually to spend the night with her as well. 
So, both Augie and Thea painfully realize that their affair 
has ended in frustration and that they have to part. 
Augie realizes that most people are flawed and Thea 
couldn't stand this fact. What is more painful to Augie 
is that Thea had tried to use him as a means to an end. 
Thea tells him, 
"I thought if I could get through to one other 
person I could get through to more. So people 
wouldn't tire me, and so I wouldn't be afraid 
of them .... You're not special. You're like 
everybody else. You get tired easily. I don't 
want to see you any more." (AM, p. 396) 
Augie ponders the breakdown of this relationship and 
finds out the truth about himself. Thea had told Augie 
that love would appear strange to him no matter what form 
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it took. Augie, on reflection, finds that there is a large 
amount of truth in this accusation: 
And I had always believed that where love 
was concerned I was on my mother's side, against 
the Grandma Lausches, the Mrs. Renlings, and 
the Lucy Magnuses. 
If I didn't have money or profession or 
duties, wasn't it so that I could be free, and 
a sincere follower of love? 
Me, love's servant? I wasn't at all! 
And suddenly my heart felt ugly, I was sick of 
myself. I thought that my aim of being simple 
was just a fraud, that I wasn't a bit good-
hearted or affectionate, and I began to wish 
that Mexico from beyond the walls would come 
in and kill me and that I would be thrown in 
the bone dust and twisted, spiky crosses of 
the cemetry, for the insects and lizards. (AM, 
pp. 400-01) 
Augie's realization that he has to learn anew how to love 
another human being is the prelude to his endeavor to change 
himself. The failure with Thea forces him to look within 
himself and to transform his own nature. This new insight 
will later help him when he establishes a family of his 
own. 
Augie realizes that he needs to have a second chance 
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with Thea, as he had not been very brave in the relation-
ship with her, seeking temporary embraces only to escape 
from the "mighty free-running terror and wild cold of 
chaos" (AM, p. 403). He wants to be brave. But when he 
goes to Chilpanzingo to meet Thea, he finds that she, 
equally as hurt as he is, is not willing to renew the 
relationship with him. None the less, his desire to alter 
himself, bit by bit, to suit the other's need, shows that 
Augie is gradually learning how to establish a family of 
his own and how to handle human attachments in a proper 
manner. In the past, Augie had drifted from one woman to 
another. Thea forces him to learn the secret of enduring 
attachment, without which, one cannot establish a family. 
Thus, Gerald J. Goldberg is right in saying that 
"Bellow's principal theme in Augie March is self-knowledge: 
man's attempt to determine 'what we are. 11113 Truly, Augie 
learns to transcend his own limitations to a large extent. 
Robert D. Crozier is also right when he compares Augie 
March with Dante's progress through the Inferno and the 
Purgatorio (Crozier, p. 22), and W. M. Frohock's judgment 
is equally perceptive: "Augie is not a picaro so much as 
. 1114 
a penitent. 
Augie makes another important discovery. When he 
learns from Moulton and Iggy that Talavera was Thea's old 
boyfriend and that Talavera, about whom Thea had told him 
nothing, was with Thea on her hunting trips while Augie 
was ill, Augie is very unhappy. He comes to the conclusion 
that no human being can possess another person entirely: 
No, no wives don't own husbands nor husbands 
wives, nor parents children. They go away, or 
they die. So the only possessing is of the 
moment. If you're able. And while any wish 
lives, it lives in the face of its negative. 
This is why we make the obstinate sign of 
possession. Like deeds, certificates,rings, 
pledges, and other permanent things. (AM, p. 
407) 
Thus, when Augie marries Stella, he is loving and affec-
tionate towards her, but he never tries to possess her. 
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Meanwhile, throughout his personal quest, Augie re-
mains close to his original family. He does not forget 
his feeble-minded brother Georgie. After he returns from 
Mexico to Chicago, Augie meets Georgie, who is now a 
shoe-maker at the institution. There is a tender meeting 
between the two brothers. As he leaves the institution, 
Augie thinks that Georgie cannot be allowed to live his 
whole life like that and, since Simon has money, something 
should be done for him. 
Next, Augie works for Robey the millionaire as a 
research assistant. The book that Robey is planning to 
write is to be a survey of human happiness from the stand-
point of the rich. Ironically, the man who wants to write 
about a program for contemporary humanity begrudges Augie 
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Jfis meagre sala::-y of thirty dollars a week. Augie finds 
~hat Robey is confused a~d, like Einhorn, only wants a 
listener. Sensing that he cannot learn anything from 
R~bey, .Augie leaves him. 
Au~ie's next enc6unter is with his old neighbor Kayo 
Obe:tmarJ<:. This time, Kayo imparts scme valu2_ble spiritual 
goiaance to Augie. Speaking about tloha--a Navajo ·word, and 
/ 
also Sanskirt 1 meardtl9 oppo.si tion of the. fini te--Kayo tell.S 
Augie, "It is th2 Bronx cheer of the conditioning forces. 
Love is the only answer to moha, being infinite. I mean 
all the forms of love, ero~, agape, libido, philia, and 
ecstasy" (AM, p. 450). All these forrns of love can be in-
eluded in two main categories: physical love ~nd spiritual 
love. Eros and libidd are kinds of physical ]6ve, whereas 
agape and philia deal with brotherly or charitable love. 
Ecstasy has to do with the inner illumination of .a person 
whether he feels em,path!f for a friend, or a be!oved woman, 
or for the whole of hUinani ty. What J(a.yo teaches him about 
love is imp~e~sed on A~gie's mind. 
Au9iG- next tneets Clem To-mbo\J, to ~hocn be explains hi.s 
the.o:ry of .the "axial lines of life" (~!1. p. 454), a theory 
which contains the gist of ti'\~ spiritual knowledgce that 
Augie has learned so far frO!rt life. This ~heory has a 
central Pltlce in Be.!Jow'..s f Jctiot1 and as such deserve.s to 
be quoted in full~ 
"I have a feelin51 aboyt the axial lines of lifer 
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with respect to which you must be straight or 
else your existence is merely clownery, hiding 
tragedy. I must have had a feeling since I was a 
kid about these axial lines which made me want to 
have my existence on them, and so I have said 'no' 
like a stubborn fellow to all my persuaders, just 
on the obstinacy of my memory of these lines, never 
entirely clear. But lately I have felt these 
thrilling lines again. When striving stops, there 
they are as a gift. I was lying on the couch here 
before and they suddenly went quivering straight 
through me. Truth, love, peace, bounty, useful-
ness, harmony! And all noise and grates, distor-
tion, clatter, distraction, effort, superfluity, 
passed off like something unreal. And I believe 
that any man at any time can come back to these 
axial lines, even if an unfortunate bastard, if he 
will be quiet and wait it out. The ambition of 
something special and outstanding I have always 
had is only a boast that distorts this knowledge 
from its origin, which is the oldest knowledge, 
older than the Ganges. At any time life can come 
together again and man be regenerated, and doesn't 
have to be a god or public servant like Osiris 
who gets torn apart annually for the sake of the 
common prosperity, but the man himself, finite and, 
taped as he is, can still come where the axial 
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lines are. He will be brought into focus. He 
will live with true joy. Even his pains will be 
joy if they are true, even his helplessness will 
not take away his power, even wandering will not 
take him away from himself, even the big social 
jokes and hoaxes need not make him ridiculous, 
even disappointment after disappointment need not 
take away love. Death will not be terrible to him 
if life is not. The embrace of other true people 
will take away his dread of fast change and short 
life. And this is not imaginary stuff, Clem, 
because I bring my entire life to the test.a (AM, 
pp. 4 54-55) 
Augie knows what he has to do to make life meaningful. He 
knows that an individual has to aim at truth, love, peace, 
usefulness, and harmony. An individual should also be 
victorious over any distraction that hinders him from achiev-
ing his goal. If he has to suffer as a consequence of his 
authentic endeavor, he can bear it and live with it. His 
pains will be compensated for by the recognition which other 
kindred souls accord to him for his pains and achievements. 
Augie's resolve is to live life in accordance with this noble 
philosophy. It will be seen that though Augie does not 
become entirely successful, he at least achieves commendable 
success in his relationships with his wife and humanity in 
general. 
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Augie's mind bubbles with positive plans as a conse-
quence of developing this philosophy. He informs Clem 
Tambow of the utopian scheme he has devised. Significantly, 
this utopian plan illustrates to what extent thoughts of his 
mother and feeble-minded brother are everpresent in his mind. 
Augie's desire is to get a piece of property and settle down 
on it. He would like to get married and set up a kind of 
home and teach school. He desires to take his mother out 
of the home and bring his brother Georgie up from the South. 
Augie would get the needed money from Simon, and he would 
make Georgie the shoemaking instructor. However, Augie 
never truly succeeds in actualizing this utopian plan. 
Not only does Augie entertain ideas about doing some-
thing worthwhile and engaging his mother and Georgie in 
activities which will prevent them from wasting their lives, 
but he also marries Stella Chesney. It is at this stage that 
we find the "opposition" that Augie really has in him. 
Prior to his marriage to Stella, Augie meets the lawyer 
Mintouchian, who is cynical about love. Ostensibly, he 
praises Augie because Augie is a lover and is about to 
marry for love. But Mintouchian himself is unfaithful to his 
wife. He tells Augie stories about cases he has encountered 
of husbands and wives leading double lives, or wives with 
lovers cheating innocent and devoted husbands. Saying it 
contains ancient wisdom, Mintouchian cites to Augie a little 
girls' song that he knows: 
"I should worry, I should care, 
I should marry a millionaire, 
He should die and I should cry, 
I should marry another guy.n 
(AM, p. 480) 
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The drift of Mintouchian's arguments can easily be under-
stood from this, but he does not stop here. Mintouchian 
tells Augie what another man had once told him, that a man 
encounters many women and he loves each in turn: "The face 
you're kissing will change to some other face, and so will 
your face be replaced. It can't be helped . . " (AM, 
p. 483). Though ostensibly Mintouchian shows disapproval of 
the man who had tried to equate love with adultery, it is 
obvious that he is fascinated by the idea. Mintouchian 
equates sensuality with love, but Augie is now developed 
enough not to be taken in by Mintouchian's fallacious argu-
ments. Love for Augie now signifies not mere sensuality, 
but the total commitment of one person to another as well. 
Augie does not allow his mind to be poisoned by Min-
touchian' s cynisism. He marries Stella and then ships out. 
After he suffers a shipwreck, he finds himself a survivor 
in the company of Basteshaw, the ship's carpenter. The con-
frontation between Augie and Bastewhaw reveals Augie's 
positive values and also the negative values of Basteshaw 
that Augie rejects. Augie is critical of Basteshaw because 
Basteshaw doesn't have proper family feeling. Basteshaw 
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is disrespectful not only to the memory of his father but 
also to the memory of his neurotic aunt who slept for fifteen 
years. Moreover, Basteshaw appears to be a dangerous lunatic 
because he claims that he has learned the secret of life, and 
he wants Augie to serve as his assistant in his scientific 
explorations. He even beats Augie when Augie sends signals 
to another ship, trying to be rescued. 
Augie is level-headed enough to distrust Basteshaw's 
claim about having discovered the secret of life. Augie 
wants to put into practical use what he has learned about 
life, and he doesn't want to participate in Basteshaw's 
crazy schemes. Augie demonstrates his sane and positive 
attitude towards life. Moreover, he demonstrates his com-
passion and humanity when he nurses the sick Basteshaw, 
especially after Basteshaw had beaten him. 
Augie, however, has not been transformed totally. 
After his rescue, Augie settles with Stella in Europe and 
engages in some shady business there. Nathan A. Scott, Jr. 
has recognized both Augie's strength and weakness. He says 
that Augie is endowed "not with 'singleness of purpose' but 
with an unquenchable hospitality toward experience. 1115 
In fact, Augie is still too pliant and lacks the ability to 
distinguish clearly between right and wrong. Since his 
attitude to humanity is now beyond reproach, he would not 
otherwise commit illegal acts, activities which ultimately 
can only harm people, never help them. 
Moreover, Augie learns about Stella's weaknesses, but 
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instead of rejecting her, he tries to help her into becoming 
a better person. He also learns to tolerate those traits 
of her character which cannot be easily altered. He learns 
that Stella has lied to him many times; in fact, she has not 
told him anything about the old businessman Cumberland with 
whom she had a protracted relationship before her marriage 
to Augie. When challenged, Stella tells him that she kept 
the old affair a secret because she loved Augie and did 
not want to lose him. Augie later learns that she has kept 
other secrets from him as well. He finds out that Stella 
is threatening the old man and is probably thinking of a 
lawsuit. Augie firmly tells her that what she is doing has 
to stop. When she weeps and agrees, Augie is relieved. 
What is significant is that Augie neither repudiates her 
nor loses his poise when he realizes that his love for her 
is greater than her love for him. Pat Trefzger Overbeck's 
conclusion is thus appropriate: "[T]he narrator's gradual 
transformation from courtly lover into fully domesticated 
lover-husband suggests the paradigm of courtly love pro-
gression in C. S. Lewis' classic Allegory of Love" (Overbeck, 
p. 483). 
Towards the end of the novel, Augie declares that he is 
a person of hope, and now his hopes center on children 
and a settled life. His whole quest has prepared him for 
upholding the institution of the family and all that it 
entails. Not only is he aware of his duties and obligations 
to his fammly, but he is also aware of his duties and 
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obligations to humanity as a whole. Augie, who sometimes 
feels that he is already a father, has not been able to 
convince his wife to have a child as yet. Be that as it may, 
Augie mentions one instance of his resisting the temptation 
to indulge in adultery when he is in Rome. He refuses a 
prostitute, telling her that he is a family man and has 
children. Of course, Augie mentions that he was somewhat 
attracted to the woman, and that it is natural for a man to 
be thus attracted. The significant fact is that he does not 
yield to the temptation. One remembers that Augie, who was 
once pliant and willing enough to carry William Einhorn on 
his shoulders to a disreputable place and later enjoyed the 
carnal embraces of a prostitute, now says "no" to a similar 
woman because he is married. He has not become a saint, but 
at the end of the quest, he has learned to relate positively 
to both his family and society, though his illegal business 
transactions reveal his deficiencies as a social being. 
Moreover, Augie's love for his original family continues 
unabated. He reaffirms his love for Simon and thinks that, 
now that he himself has money, something big should be done 
for his mother one of these days. 
Thus, it is difficult to accept entirely Robert Penn 
Warren's comment that "Augie is the man with no cornmit-
ments.1116 It is also impossible to accept the comments that 
Maxwell Geismar makes about the novel: "It offers nothing 
really substantial either in the field of human relation-
ships or cultural criticism . "17 Nor is it possible to 
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agree with Orville Prescott, who calls Augie March an ''in-
choate novel." 18 There are enough positive elements in the 
novel to make us feel that it is a significant literary 
product of its times. 
Finally, Bellow demonstrates through the secondary 
characters in this novel that the family as we find it now 
is what it always had been in the past. There are some 
characters who are so unworthy that they fail to do justice 
to the idea of the family. But there are others who win our 
admiration by paying unfailing allegiance to their families. 
One cannot but conclude that Bellow is realistic in his 
delineation of the family. In this novel, we may witness 
divorces, but we also encounter stable families such as the 
Coblins, the Kreindls, and those of Grandma Iausch's two 
sons. Moreover, even when a couple has separated, the man 
may try to take the estranged wife back to his home. 
There are, of course, marriages of convenience, in which the 
husband desires mostly to cheat the wife out of her property. 
But there are also images of fidelity in women. Einhorn, 
an old lecher, has a wife who is not only faithful but 
practically dotes on her husband, knowing full well that 
Einhorn keeps a mistress at home. Mintouchian's wife, an 
old invalid, knows that her husband is unfaithful to her, 
but she remains faithful to him and recognizes that there 
is not only frailty in him, but greatness as well. 
Einhorn's brother Dingbat, who is a poolroom character, is 
perpetually loyal to his Machiavellian brother. Not only 
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that, but when his father Einhorn the Commissioner is on his 
death bed, Dingbat exhibits authentic pain and concern that 
would put many hypocritical mourners to shame. 
Thus, one can safely conclude that The Adventures of 
Augie March shows the enduring nature of the family. It 
shows that the family is an irreplaceable institution which 
can minister to the emotional and spiritual needs of its 
members. It also shows the enduring nature of the attach-
ments between mother and son and between brother and brother. 
Augie may not be perfect, but if he has learned that much, 
he's learned a great deal. In Henderson the Rain King, we 
meet another Bellovian protagonist who has to undertake a 
quest before he can learn to relate meaningfully both to the 
family and to humanity. 
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CHAPTER VI 
HENDERSON THE RAIN KING 
Henderson's quest for identity is significant for 
us because it is only after he undertakes a journey into 
Africa that he gains the needed insights which make it 
possible for him to love both family and society. Some 
critics have questioned the impact of Henderson's quest. 
Robert G. Davis, for example, asks, "How much of what he 
[Henderson] learned in Africa can be exported? 111 Daniel J. 
Hughes feels that Henderson's quest and subsequent triumph 
are not depicted convincingly: "Bellow's unwillingness to 
show Henderson back in the society from which he fled 
makes his discovery and triumph less forceful, but so, 
according to the rhythmic expectations, is Henderson's 
2 
return." Finally, Donald Malcolm suggests that "the 
trouble is that the hero of this fantasy of redemption 
is simply too stupid for the task imposed on him. 113 
On the other hand, the book has elicited some ex-
tremely positive comments, suggesting that Henderson's 
quest is quite meaningful. Martin Price notes that "The 
hero of Saul Bellow's extraordinary new novel can best be 
identified as the American Adam. 114 David D. Galloway per-
ceptively asserts that much of Henderson the Rain King is 
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not only reminiscent of the picaresque tradition, but that 
the novel also moves toward the Grail tradition. 5 Galloway 
also adds that the novel is filled with references to 
fertility myths, and that "Henderson is a pilgrim in 
progress" (Galloway, p. 245). Another critic, Elsie Leach, 
notices parallels between Henderson the Rain King and the 
Arthurian legends, and finds in the novel the myth of the 
d . k' 6 ying ing. 
A perusal of the novel supports the latter assessments. 
Henderson's journey into Africa is actually a journey into 
the depths of his own soul. Moreover, this voyage of dis-
covery becomes a necessity, because without it, Henderson 
cannot find a remedy for his painful spiritual condition, 
for the turmoil responsible for his alienation from his 
second wife Lily and from society. Granville Hicks per-
ceptively says that Henderson is a genuine "seeker for 
salvation. 117 Henderson's journey is a successful one, for 
it affords him an understanding of what is wrong in his 
inner world and it tells him what he must do to save him-
self and those others with whom his life is indissolubly 
linked. 
At the outset of the novel, Henderson affords a clue 
to his troublesome and confused mental state: 
When I think of my condition at the age of fifty-
five when I bought the ticket, all is grief. 
The facts begin to crowd me and soon I get a 
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pressure in the chest. A disorderly rush begins--
my parents, my wives, my girls, my children, my 
farm, my animals, my habits, my money, my music 
lessons, my drunkenness, my prejudices, my bru-
tality, my teeth, my face, my soul! I have to 
cry "No, no, get back, curse you, let me alone!" 
But how can they let me alone? They belong to me. 
They are mine. And they pile into me from all 
sides. It turns into chaos. 8 
It is clear that Henderson's life is chaotic before he 
undertakes the quest, and that, even at this stage, he 
lacks peace and serenity. In fact, Patrick Cruttwell is 
right in declaring that "There is a vast unexplainable 
sorrow in the middle of him [Henderson] 
There are some immediate causes of Henderson's prob-
lems, but there are remote causes as well. One signifi-
cant remote cause of his problems lies in his early youth. 
His brother Dick, whom he loved very much, died accidental-
ly. Henderson's father loved both sons, but he seemed to 
be more hopeful about Dick than about Henderson. So when 
Dick died, Henderson's father began to despair, giving the 
impression that the family line had ended with Dick. After 
this, Henderson's father was angry with him on one occa-
sion, maybe because Henderson did not comfort his father. 
As a result, Henderson left home, feeling in his heart 
10 that he was cast off, an Ishmael. In retrospect, 
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Henderson thinks that he has been a burn: "It took all my 
father's charity to forgive me and I don't think he ever 
made it altogether" (HRK, p. 4). 
Henderson's first marriage does not help him to set 
his life aright. To please his father, Henderson chooses 
a girl of his own social class. Unfortunately, his wife's 
mental illness is an unsurmountable barrier between 
Henderson and happiness. Henderson characterizes his first 
wife Frances as 
A remarkable person, handsome, tall, elegant, 
sinewy, with long arms and golden hair, private, 
fertile, and quiet. None of her family can 
quarrel with me if I add that she is a schizo-
phrenic, for she certainly is that. I, too, am 
considered crazy, and with good reason--rnoody, 
rough, tyrannical, and probably mad. (HRK, p. 4) 
Henderson is partially right about his mental oddities and 
these will be discussed in the proper place. What is 
important to note is that Henderson lives for twenty years 
with his first wife. But the gap between them widens, 
ultimately culminating in divorce. At one point, Frances 
leaves her husband at a party and takes the car, because 
she suddenly remembers that she has left a piece of un-
finished business at home. It is after this incident that 
Lily, who later becomes Henderson's second wife and who 
has been introduced to Henderson at this party, suggests 
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to Henderson that he should divorce Frances. Henderson 
replies, "Is that a thing to say?" (HRK, p. 9). Though 
Henderson is considerate enough not to divorce Frances on 
the spur of the moment, he does not know how to bring 
her closer to him and thus achieve some success in his 
married life. 
Speaking about his relationship with Frances, Hender-
son says, "Only once after I came back from the Army did 
anything of a personal nature take place between us and 
after that it was no soap, so I let her be, more or less" 
(HRK, p. 12). At this point, Frances has one conversation 
with him during which she asks him what he would like to 
do. Since he is losing interest in the farm, he expresses 
the desire of entering medical school. Frances responds 
by laughing at him. 
We can understand the extent of Henderson's disap-
pointment when we consider that the service motive is 
highly pronounced in Henderson's character, and that the 
thought of entering medical school is no momentary fantasy. 
In fact, Henderson has all along respected individuals 
such as Dr. Wilfred Grenfell and Albert Schweitzer. After 
Frances laughs at him, Henderson never discusses another 
thing with her, but he is convinced that his relationship 
with Frances is truly hopeless. When Frances asks for a 
divorce, he does not hesitate although he wishes her well. 
Henderson's account reveals that Frances' schizo-
phrenia is responsible for the failure of the relationshif. 
180 
He does not em?hasize those of his own deficiencies which 
could have contributed to the breakdown of that relation-
ship. However, Henderson does discuss in detail his con-
tribution to the worsening relationship with his second 
wife Lily. 
Until the moment Henderson embarks on his journey 
into Africa, his relationship with Lily is not as nearly 
perfect as it could have been. This is surprising because 
Henderson and Lily married out of love. The reason for 
this initial failure is that Henderson lacks spiritual 
clarity and exhibits a number of mental peculiarities. In 
retrospect, Henderson says, 
I gave Lily a terrible time, worse than Frances. 
Frances was withdrawn, which protected her, but 
Lily caught it. Maybe a change for the better 
threw me; I was adjusted to a bad life. (HRK, 
p. 5) 
Lily has to pursue him for a long time before Henderson 
finally agrees to marry her, but he recognizes many good 
qualities in Lily right from the beginning. Henderson 
says, "There was nothing promiscuous or loose about Lily, 
I assure you" (HRK, p. 10). Henderson admiringly mentions 
one instance when Lily genuinely tries to help some 
Italians and immigrants. Lily even follows Henderson to 
Europe, trying to convince him that she loves him. Lily 
wants him to live, not die. She feels that something good 
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may come even of Henderson, who realizes that Lily loves 
him. Lily also tells Henderson that she is indispensable 
to him. Henderson also realizes that he loves her, but 
he tells Lily that she is crazy and Lily replies, "Without 
you, maybe it's true. Maybe I'm not all there and I don't 
understand, but when we're together, I know" (HRK, pp. 
18-19). 
Even before Lily follows him to Europe, Henderson is 
afflicted with some kind of spiritual turmoil. He hears a 
ceaseless voice in his heart that says, "!want, ! want, 
! want, oh, ! want--" (HRK, p. 12). At this time, Henderson 
does not understand what he is in need of. Henderson tries 
promiscuity in Europe, but he cannot silence the insistent 
clamoring of "I want, I want." 
When Henderson comes back from the war, it is with the 
thought of becoming a pig farmer, a fact which illustrates 
what he thinks of life in general at this juncture. 
Henderson remembers that the prophet Daniel had warned King 
Nebuchadnezzar, "They shall drive thee from among men, 
and thy dwelling shall be with the beasts of the field" 
(HRK, o. 21). Henderson definitely sees himself in the 
image of a broken king, but his self-image is so low at 
this period that he cannot aspire to anything beyond being 
a pig farmer. 
When Lily comes back home from Europe, she becomes 
engaged to a decent young man. She breaks her engagement 
to him when she sees Henderson again. Lily explains to 
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Henderson that the young man to whom she is engaged is 
dispe£1sable, but Henderson is not: "I think we're each 
other's only friends, after all" (HRK, p. 26). After 
courting Lily for eighteen months, Henderson finally mar-
ries her. 
Even after his marriage, however, Henderson cannot 
conquer his loneliness. His relationship with Lily is 
fraught with misunderstanding. Henderson says, "Family 
life with Lily was not all that might have been predicted 
by an optimist" (HRK, p. 28). His objection against Lily 
is that she is a blackmailer. Lily had told him in Europe 
that her mother had died. Actually, this is a ruse she 
employs so that Henderson may marry her speedily. Another 
naive objection is that Lily is not very clean. But the 
major cause of his dissatisfaction seems to be the fact 
that he feels that Lily does not love him truly. Once 
when Henderson comes home from the hospital after an ac-
cident, Lily is phoning a friend and says about Henderson 
that "He's unkillable" (HRK, p. 6). She says it jokingly. 
But this statement creates some bitterness in him. Even 
though he knows better, he puts an antagonistic interpreta-
tion to these words. Finally, there is misunderstanding 
over Lily's spending a long time away from the house so 
that she can have her portrait taken in a studio. 
Henderson realizes that alienation from his spouse 
is a characteristic which he shares with his deceased 
father, and he remembers that his father could not settle 
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into a quiet life either. He was sometimes extremely hard 
on Henderson's mother. On one occasion, he made her lie 
prostrate in her night-gown at the door of his room for 
two weeks before he would forgive her some silly words, 
perhaps like those Lily utters on the telephone, when she 
says that Henderson is unkillable. 
As a result of this misunderstanding, Henderson raves 
at Lily in public and swears at her in private. He does 
not give her the status and dignity of a wife. In his own 
house, among guests, Henderson treats Lily as if she were 
a stranger. It is true that Henderson and Lily experience 
some happy moments together, but because of the misunder-
standing, they are at war. Henderson says, "No, I treated 
her [Lily] like a stranger before the guests because I, the 
sole heir of the famous name and estate, am a burn, and she 
is not a lady but merely my wife--merely my wife" (HRK, 
p. 6). Since Henderson has a lowered self-image, and since 
he doesn't have any trust in the genuineness of his wife's 
love, he tries to drag her down to his own level of un-
importance and to grudge her the dignified position of a 
wife. 
However, there are numerous instances which indicate 
that Lily is quite supportive of him. Henderson gets into 
unnecessary brawls in country saloons, where the only thing 
that keeps him from being beaten is his social prominence. 
On these occasions, Lily comes and bails him out. 
Moreover, since winters seem to make him worse, Lily 
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tries to aid him by taking him to a resort hotel on the 
Gulf. There, Henderson behaves strangely, shooting stones 
at bottles on the beach with his son's slingshot. The 
manager is constrained to bring the matter to Lily's 
notice; children stop playing with Lily's twins; and the 
other women avoid Lily. When Lily discusses the matter 
with Henderson, he frightens her by saying that he is going 
to blow his brains out. He is not at all grateful for her 
effort to help him through a change of environment; he 
does not bother about the painful social isolation of his 
family; and he tries to frighten Lily, knowing how it 
will affect her since her father committed suicide the same 
way. 
Meanwhile, Henderson cannot silence the voice "!want, 
I want." To drown the voice, he tries playing the violin. 
To his dismay, only " [h] arsh cries" (HRK, p. 25) arise. 
Henderson feels that if he disciplines himself, eventually 
the voice of angels may come out of the violin. His main 
purpose, however, is to reach his father by playing on the 
violin his father used to play. Henderson has never been 
able to convince himself that the dead are utterly dead, 
so he whispers to his father's spirit, "Oh, Father, Pa. 
Do you recognize the sounds? This is me, Gene, on your 
violin, trying to reach you" (HRK, p. 30). Henderson's 
words reveal his nostalgia for his original family, but 
his feelings for the past do not assist him in silencing 
the disturbing voice, which is nothing but a manifestation 
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of his spiritual discontent. 
Henderson's spiritual confusion adversely affects not 
only his relationship with his spouse, but also his rela-
tionship with people in general. While he is in Europe, 
he lives in the house of a Russian prince who has fallen 
on evil days. Henderson knows that he could help the man, 
but does nothing for him. Henderson has to rid himself 
of many imperfections before he can gain the stature of a 
fully-developed human being: "For, like most Bellow 
characters, and indeed many American heroes, he [Henderson] 
does not know how to relate himself to other people. 1111 
Henderson's imperfect humanity is manifested in other 
instances as well. His behavior to his daughter Ricey 
shows not so much his lack of affection for her as his 
inability to deal with children with honesty, wisdom, and 
compassion. Ricey finds a black foundling in a shoebox, 
brings it home, and hides it somewhere. She becomes so 
fascinated by the foundling that she is full of "silent 
happiness" (HRK, p. 33). But Henderson's attitude forces 
Ricey to take the foundling to her dormitory, where she 
claims that the child is her own. The headmistress, 
taking Ricey's statement at its face value, makes her leave 
school, and the foundling is handed over to the proper 
authorities. Afterwards, Ricey is listless and unhappy. 
Henderson later realizes that he has committed an offence 
against Ricey, and he is affected by Ricey's unhappiness. 
Although, at this stage, Henderson does not know how 
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to deal with his children, his relationship with his son 
Edward shows that he is affectionate and has their welfare 
at heart. Even when Henderson has problems with Lily, he 
is actively engrossed in giving counsel to his eldest son 
Edward. Edward thinks that he is better than his father. 
Henderson does not agree with him. He says, "Great things 
are done by Americans but not by the likes of us" (HRK, 
p. 123). Henderson does not like what Edward is doing and 
the environment he is living in. About Edward, Henderson 
says, "The most independent thing he ever did was to dress 
up a chimpanzee in a cowboy suit and drive it around New 
York in his open car" (HRK, p. 123). Yet he adds, "But 
a father is a father after all, and I had gone as far as 
California to talk to Edward" (HRK, p. 123). 
Henderson wants his son to be a doctor, but Edward 
does not take his advice. Henderson knows that a son wants 
guidance from his father, but Henderson considers this 
expectation to be wrong. He tries to explain himself to 
his son, admitting to Edward that though he is often con-
fused, he fights for the truth. Later, Edward falls in 
love with an Indian woman from Central America. At first, 
out of fatherly solicitude, Henderson objects to their 
union, but when Edward firmly declares his love for the 
Indian woman, Henderson relents. In spite of everything, 
he loves his son and thinks that if the relationship can 
do Edward any real good, he may have the desired relation-
ship with the girl. 
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A final cause which contributes to Henderson's 
spiritual discontent is his perception of the rootlessness 
of modern man. He says, "Nobody truly occupies a station 
in life any more. There are mostly people who feel that 
they occupy the place that belongs to another by rights. 
There are displaced persons everywhere" (HRI<, p. 34). 
Henderson has not found a proper niche either in the family 
or society and cannot combat the feeling of futility and 
rootlessness. 
While there are, therefore, many contributing causes, 
the immediate event which precipitates Henderson's journey 
into Africa is the death of Miss Lenox, the old housekeeper. 
One day, when Henderson is fighting with Lily at the break-
fast table, his shouts of rage cause Miss Lenox's death 
through heart failure. Henderson, looking on the dead 
body of Miss Lenox, realizes what death is like: "[T]ill 
this moment I had not understood what this gray and white 
and brown, the bark, the snow, the twigs, had been telling 
me" (HRK, p. 39). Henderson understands the fact of the 
inevitability of death and is compelled to make his life 
meaningful. 
Because Henderson cannot find peace in his life and 
because he creates disorder and unhappiness both for 
himself and others, both inside and outside the family, he 
decides to go to Africa. Like many Bellow protagonists, 
he hopes that his quest will help him to gain new insights 
about life and to atone for his mistakes. Only after he 
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completes a successful quest can he hope to relate meaning-
fully to his family and society. From each of the two 
African tribes he visits, Henderson learns valuable lessons 
about how to relate to people in general and to his own 
family in particular. 
Henderson first journeys to the land of the peaceful 
Arnewi tribe, who are suffering from a drought. There is 
water in a cistern for the cattle to drink, but the water 
is polluted by frogs. Since the frogs are taboo animals, 
the Arnewi do not know what to do about the problem. Be-
cause of the drought, the cattle are dying in large numbers. 
An Arnewi girl cries when Henderson first enters the land 
of the Arnewi, and Henderson suffers from a lowered self-
image: 
"Shall I run back into the desert and stay there 
until the devil has passed out of me and I am 
fit to meet human kind again without driving it 
to despair at the first look? I haven't had 
enough desert yet. Let me throw away my gun 
and my helmet and the lighter and all this 
stuff and maybe I can get rid of my fierceness 
too and live out there on worms. On locusts. 
Until all the bad is burned out of me." (HRK, 
p. 4 9) 
Moreover, Henderson admits that he cannot relate to society:. 
"Society is what beats me. Alone I can be pretty good, but 
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let me go among people and there's the devil to pay" (HRK, 
p. 49). 
Since altruism is very pronounced in him, Henderson 
wants to do something for the unhappy Arnewi. For him, 
the frogs are not taboo animals, and he decides to elimi-
nate them: "Nevertheless, I told these creatures, just 
wait, you little sons of bitches, you'll croak in hell 
before I'm done" (HRK, p. 60). Later, Henderson adds, 
"Poor little bastards" was what I said, but in 
actual fact I was gloating--yuck--yuck--yuck! 
My heart was already fattening in anticipation 
of their death. We hate death, we fear death, 
but when you get right down to cases, there's 
nothing like it. (HRK, p. 89) 
-- -
His gloating over powerless creatures shows grossness and 
insensitivity, not strength. Henderson has to go a long 
way before he can learn compassion, be freed of his callous-
ness, and relate meaningfully to reality. 
When Henderson defeats Prince Itelo in a wrestling 
match, the people applaud him. He is courteously treated 
by Queen Willatale and her sister Mtalba, two women of 
Bittahness. Bellow explains that "A Bittah was a person 
of real substance. You couldn't be any higher or better" 
(HRK, p. 75). Queen Willatale is spiritually superior, 
even to Mtalba: "She had risen above ordinary human 
limitations and did whatever she liked because of her 
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proven superiority in all departments" ( HRK, p. 7 5) . 
Henderson knows that for his quest to become successful 
he must "burst the spirit's sleep" or else suffer the fate 
of remaining unregenerate. Henderson finds that there is no 
anxious care in Queen Willatale, and that she is marvelously 
sustained: 
"Oh, it's miserable to be human. You get such 
queer diseases. Just because you are human and 
for no other reason. Before you know it, you're 
just like other people you have seen with all those 
peculiar human ailments. Just another vehicle 
for temper and vanity and rashness and all the 
rest. Who wants it? Who needs it? These things 
occupy the place where a man's soul should be. . . 
she [Queen Willatale] seems to know. Lust, rage, 
and all the rest of it. A regular bargain base-
ment of deformities." (HRK, p. 83) 
Henderson has an inkling of those faults he must rid himself 
of if he wants to transform his faulty nature. 
Henderson learns some important truths from Queen 
Willa tale. She tells him, "[W]orld is strange to a child. 
You not a child, Sir?" [Itelo translates] (HRK, p. 84). 
Since Henderson is not a child, he must behave like a man. 
In other words, Henderson has to achieve true humanity. The 
Queen also says, "Grun-tu-molani. Man want to live'' [Itelo 
translates] (HRK, p. 85). Henderson is convinced that he 
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wants to survive; his problem is to learn how to change his 
erroneous attitudes and to start living a meaningful life. 
Although Henderson clearly wants to help, he makes a 
serious blunder. He makes a bomb and throws it at the cis-
tern. He succeeds in killing the frogs but, in the process, 
he destroys the cistern as well, and the life-giving water 
escapes from the cistern and loses itself in the sand. There 
is no doubt about Henderson's altruism but since he seems to 
be overzealous and somewhat thoughtless, there is a dichotomy 
between what he intends and what he executes. Everyone, 
except Romilayu, is disappointed and turns away from him. 
In shame and disgrace, Henderson leaves the Arnewi and, 
guided by Romilayu, journeys towards the land of the Wariri. 12 
The Wariri, unlike the Arnewi, are tough and worldly 
savages. To prove his manhood during his first encounter 
with the Wariri, Henderson has to undergo strange ordeals 
such as passing the night in a hut with.a corpse. Henderson 
succeeds in proving that he is a strong and courageous per-
son. But he has to learn what true courage means from Dahfu, 
the Wariri King who lives surrounded by enemy politicians. 
There are two rival factions in this land: the party of 
King Dahfu and the party of the Bunam (the high priest) . 
Later on, Henderson joins Dahfu's faction as the King's 
admirer and disciple; the Bunam's faction is full of quite a 
number of influential, malicious, dangerous, and guileful 
people. 
Meanwhile, the Bunam and his followers decide that 
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Henderson should be the new Sungo or Rain King. To be the 
Sungo, one has to lift a huge wooden idol of the goddess 
Mummah. The position of the Sungo is fraught with much 
danger, as Henderson later learns. In fact, the corpse that 
is placed in his hut is that of the ex-Sungo. Also, Hender-
son later infers that the one other potential candidate 
for the post of the Sunga pretends that he cannot lift 
Mummah, because he wants to be spared the anxiety of becoming 
the Rain King. 
To Henderson's astonishment, Dahfu appears to be more 
than a match for all his opponents put together. Dahfu is 
unperturbed though he is sitting, as it were, on the peak of 
a volcano. He has several scores of wives in his harem, and 
. .c l.L any of his wives reports him to be sexually impotent, he 
will lose his life. Moreover, he has to catch a specially 
marked lion called Gmilo, in whom his deceased father is said 
to be incarnated. Unless he does that (and he must not wound 
the lion as he captures it) I his kingship will not have the 
final, priestly sanction. Dahfu has not caught Gmilo; on 
the contrary, he keeps the lioness Atti in a subterranean 
den. The Bunam and his followers believe that all other 
lions except Gmilo are evil-doers and mischief-makers. 
Dahfu's opponents feel that by keeping Atti, Dahfu is in-
dulging in witchcraft. 
King Dahfu is obviously courageous and adjusts to real-
ity without the slightest tremor. Henderson gradually as-
similates some of Dahfu's good qualities. Dahfu's wives may 
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prove to be dangerous at some future time, but Henderson 
notices that there must be some of them who love Dahfu and 
whose love Dahfu reciprocates. On one occasion, during a 
festival, Dahfu and a painted woman play catch with two human 
skulls. Later, Henderson learns that this is a contest, 
with the woman as challenger, and that the penalty of missing 
a catch would be death. The King sails smoothly through 
the game as a skillful artist, without showing any nervous-
ness at all. 
Henderson realizes that King Dahfu, like Queen Willatale, 
has achieved what he is aspiring to achieve: 
Being people have all the breaks. Becoming people 
are very unlucky, always in a tizzy. The Becom-
ing people are always having to make explanations 
or offer justifications to the Being people. 
While the Being people provoke these explana-
tions. . Now Willatale, the queen of the 
Arnewi, and principal woman of Bittahness, was a 
Be-er if ever there was one. And at present 
King Dahfu. And if I had really been capable 
of the alert consciousness which it required I 
would have confessed that Becoming was beginning 
to come out of my ears. Enough! Enough! Time 
to have Become. Time to be! Burst the spirit's 
sleep. (HRI{, p. 160) 
Contact with Dahfu broadens Henderson's mental horizons. In 
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Dahfu, Henderson sees a man who is obviously a "master of 
reality." When Henderson compares himself with Dahfu, he 
sees how deficient he himself is in certain respects and he 
better understands what kept him from having a harmonious 
relationship with Lily. From Dahfu, Henderson primarily 
learns that one must not avoid reality, however frightening 
it may be. Henderson has been guilty of this in the past. 
Though he was married to Lily, he avoided making gestures of 
true love to her. Though the impoverished Russian prince 
needed his help, he avoided fulfilling his responsibility to 
his fellow man. 
Dahfu and Henderson are attracted to each other. Dahfu 
has found a willing disciple who needs to learn and who has 
the capacity to imbibe the special knowledge of life that 
only a mentor like Dahfu can impart to him. Donald W. Markos 
perceptively maintains that "The life instinct is strong in 
Henderson, too, though it has been grossly mis-directed." 13 
To Dahfu, Henderson says that he is impressed by "[tJhe 
honest-to-God good" (HRK, p. 168). Dahfu teaches Henderson 
that "good cannot be labor or conflict" (HRK, p. 169). For 
Dahfu, good is "associated with inspiration, and not con-
flict" (HRK, p. 169). Thus, it can be said that Dahfu 
adds to the enlightenment that Henderson has attained in 
his encounter with Willatale, a perfect human being. Con-
tact with Dahfu helps Henderson to bring about the needed 
change in his attitude to reality, which includes both 
family and society. It is with a new note of humility that 
195 
he says, "I need not have had that quarrel with Lily, stand-
ing over her in our matrimonial bed and shouting until Ricey 
took fright and escaped with the child. I proclaimed that 
I was on better terms with the real than she" (HRK, p. 167). 
After his contact with Dahfu, Henderson is emboldened. 
He feels optimistic about humanity, and he says that he 
could have told Dahfu that "chaos doesn't run the whole show. 
That this is not a sick and hasty ride, helpless, through a 
dream into oblivion. No, sir! It can be arrested by a 
thing or two. By art, for instance " (HRK, pp. 175-76) 
Later, Henderson volunteers to lift Mummah, and he 
succeeds. He is elated, and he is made the Rain King. 
Finally, the Wariri are blest with rain. Michael A. Goldfinch 
perceptively remarks, "Henderson is the agent of fertility 
and grace, as symbolized by rain. 1114 Henderson recognizes 
the change he feels within himself: "And so my fever is 
transformed into jubilation. My spirit was awake and it 
welcomed life anew! I was still alive and kicking and I had 
the old grun-tu-molani" (HRK, p. 193). 
Henderson finds confirmation for some of his important 
ideas in Dahfu. Dahfu tells him, "Yet you are right for 
the long run, and good exchanged for evil truly is the 
answer. I think the noble will have its turn in the 
world" (HRK, pp. 214-15). Henderson feels very happy that 
another man has said this to him. 
Dahfu next tries to subject Henderson to lion therapy 
in real earnest. Dahfu believes in Lamarckian principles 
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and that a man can transform himself into whatever he wants 
to. Henderson says, 
He [Dahfu] had studied his way through a load of 
such books. And what he was engrossed by was a 
transformation of human material, that you could 
work either way, either from the rind to the core 
or from the core to the rind; the flesh influenc-
ing the mind, the mind influencing the flesh, 
back again to the mind, back once more to the flesh. 
The process as he saw it was utterly dynamic. 
( HRK I p. 2 3 6) 
Oahfu can command Atti the lioness to do anything. He first 
wants Henderson to approach the lioness without any fear. 
Next, he wants Henderson to imitate the manner of the lion. 
Oahfu tells Henderson that Henderson had avoided a great 
deal, but Atti will change all that, because she is unavoid-
able. She will burnish Henderson, Dahfu believes, and will 
make his consciousness shine. Dahfu wants Henderson to 
absorb lion qualities from Atti. Dahfu feels that it is 
never too late for anyone to change: "What Homo sapiens 
imagines, he may slowly convert himself into" (HRK, p. 271). 
Dahfu may be one of thecranks that Bellow's fiction 
abounds with, but his crankiness seems to be very closely 
allied to genius. Thus, one can agree entirely with Herbert 
Gold when he says, "Dahfu--who emerges as part divine 
minstrel man, part psychoanalyst, part Moses, wholly King--
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seems to speak for peaceful inspiration, a state of being in 
virtue. 1115 However, Dahfu's vision of life, though profound, 
is somewhat one-sided. Not everybody can cultivate Dahfu's 
total fearlessness which seems a somewhat superhuman ideal. 
Henderson does well by not having total faith in Dahfu's 
science. In fact, Henderson's behavior as he approaches Atti, 
under duress, constitutes some of the greatest moments of 
comedy in the novel. Gerald Weales has recognized Bellow's 
comic intention in this novel: "The incongruity of the 
man [Henderson] and his spiritual needs becomes the heart of 
1 h . . 1 . . . . ,,16 a nove t at is genuine y comic in intention. 
The typical Bellow protagonist alienates himself from 
his family if he is under severe stress or if he is in some 
kind of spiritual turmoil. However, as the protagonist 
recovers his spiritual poise, he journeys back toward the 
bosom of his family. If the spouse is someone whom the pro-
tagonist does not consider it worthwhile to return to, he 
will instead return to his children and his original family. 
Since Lily is someone he loved, though imperfectly, in the 
past, Henderson, having recovered his spiritual poise, now 
desires to go back to her. In a letter to her, he writes, 
"Lily, I probably haven't said this lately, but I have true 
feelings for you, baby, which wrings my heart. You can call 
it love. Although personally, I think that word is full of 
bluff" (HRK, p. 284). Allen Guttmann rightly says, "Fabulous 
Henderson's comic quest is ended when he learns to replace 
one verb (want) with two others (imagine, love) . 1117 
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Henderson wants Lily to enroll him in a medical school, 
indicating, as David D. Galloway notes, that "Henderson is 
able to rejoin society on satisfactory terms" (Galloway, p. 
244). Henderson says, "I must break Lily from blackmail 
and set love on a true course" (HRK, p. 288). Henderson 
also finds out the truth about the insistent voice he used 
to hear. He now says, "I had a voice that said, I want! I 
Want? I? It should have told me she wants, he wants, 
they want. And moreover it's love that makes reality real-
ity. The opposite makes the opposite" (HRK, p. 286). 
Norman Podhoretz's judgment is entirely correct: 
[WJhile Henderson's regeneration cannot be ac-
cepted as a total transformation of character, 
it seems to me wholly credible as an experience, 
the kind of experience that religious converts 
speak of when they say they have been re-born. 18 
For once, as Ihab H. Hassan points out, the American hero 
h . 19 can go ome again. 
Henderson's return to America is precipitated after 
Dahfu accidentally dies. Dahfu meets his end while hunting 
a lion supposed to be Gmilo. Although Henderson is now 
expected to fill Dahfu's place, he is apprehensive of the 
ways of the Bunam and his faction and escapes, together 
with Romilayu, from the land of the Wariri. Henderson 
takes a lion cub with him, a cub considered the spirit of 
Dahfu, whose life Henderson feels he ought to continue in 
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some way. Henderson names the cub Dahfu and decides that he 
will give it to Ricey, because he took a foundling from 
her. 
Henderson now feels that there is justice in life. 
There is also a rhythm, which one cannot ignore. If one 
goes against this rhythm, he will be defeated. Sensing this 
and feeling homesick, Henderson, on his return journey, makes 
a transatlantic call and tells Lily, "Honey, I aim to do 
better, I've had it now" (HRK, p. 332). He has learned the 
lesson of love and declares, "Once more. Whatever gains I 
ever made were always due to love and nothing else" (HRK, p. 
3 3 9) . 
On the plane, Henderson meets an American orphan who 
can speak only Persian. Henderson befriends him and takes 
him to his heart. The Bellow protagonist loves children, 
whether his own, or his brother's or other people's. 
Henderson lets the orphan play with the lion cub. As the 
plane touches Newfoundland (most critics have noted that the 
name is suggestive), Henderson and the orphan, together with 
the lion cub, get down on the ice. The child is like "medi-
cine applied'' to Henderson (HRK, p. 3 4 0) . The pure air is 
a remedy, too, and, Henderson anticipates the joy of meeting 
Lily at Idlewild. Holding the orphan and the cub, Henderson 
dances in joy. Bellow describes this leap of joy in these 
beautiful words: "I guess I felt it was my turn now to 
move, and so went running--leaping, leaping, pounding, and 
tingling over the pure white lining of the gray arctic 
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silence" (HRK, pp. 340-41). 
Bellow has once again shown in this novel that although 
the protagonist may be temporarily alienated from his family 
because of a spiritual distemper, he ultimately attains a 
spiritual enlightenment which enables him to come back to 
the bosom of his family. Henderson also finds a niche 
within the whole human family, for Bellow's heroes cannot 
remain isolated for long from family and society. Such 
feelings for family and society are, as we shall see, the 
inevitable product of Bellow's world view and of the Ameri-
can literary tradition to which he belongs. 
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CHAPTER VII 
CONCLUSION 
An awareness of the tradition that Bellow belongs to 
aids us in understanding his thoughts on the nature of man, 
his position in an evolving universe, and his potential 
destiny. Bellow's philosophy, in turn, illuminates and 
informs his diagnosis of and his prescriptions for the 
ailments of contemporary humanity. In all of this, what 
remains constant is Bellow's feeling that love for human-
ity must keep pace with love for the family. 
Bellow has reiterated throughout his entire oeuvre 
this seminal idea of the necessity of loving both one's 
family and mankind in general. His protagonists need 
their family, and their families are always there for them 
to go back to after they have emerged successfully from 
their quests and enlarged their sympathies. Bellow has 
never suggested that the family as an institution is decay-
ing or disintegrating. Of course, he has shown the ten-
sions and discords that can often be found in families, 
but he has also explained the causes responsible for these 
anomalies. Bellow has pointed out unmistakably those 
elements in human nature--personality quirks, ignorance, 
greed, antipathy, animosity, and twisted desire--that often 
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hinder man from achieving the happiness which is his birth-
right. As we have seen, Bellow not only presents the 
misery present in the family in which some distortions 
exist, but he also demonstrates the happiness of the family 
in which man relates to his kindred in the proper manner, 
with concern, understanding, and compassion. 
Because it presents such a balanced view of human 
nature, Bellow's fiction can be called realistic. In his 
work, man occupies a position below the angels, and he is 
greater than inanimate nature and the brute part of creation. 
Man's uniqueness arises out of the fact that he is not 
fated to remain today what he was yesterday. In other 
words, man can learn from his mistakes--man does make mis-
takes, since he is not an angel--and can attain self-
transcendence. The relentless movement towards Becoming 
characterizes sundry Bellovian protagonists. Sometimes, 
some of the protagonists reach a state of pure Being. But 
this state cannot be retained for long, because for man 
the process of Becoming never ends. 
Since Bellow is such an important writer, interpreting 
contemporary humanity and human destiny for our benefit, 
attempts have been made to trace the tradition that Bellow 
belongs to. Richard Lehan states that though Bellow and 
Ellison have not written conscious existential fiction, 
they have affinities of spirit with the French writers. 
In fact, Sartre, Camus, Bowles, Bellow, Wright, and Elli-
son--are all concerned with the identity of man in the 
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modern world, the nature of good and evil, and the possi-
bility of fulfillment in a contemporary world without God. 
They are interested in finding out whether action is 
possible in an ethical void and if so, what is the meaning 
of such action. Also, the world that the American hero 
has inherited is a world similar to that of the French 
existential'hero, and both these types of hero have a similar 
world view. 1 It can be said that though Bellow starts with 
the exploration of the existential condition of his protag-
onists, he finally shows them as free and creative moral 
agents living in a morally ordered universe. They also 
normally seek communion with family and humanity. If any 
of them suffers from some spiritual turmoil, he may isolate 
himself temporarily from family and humanity. But since 
the alienated protagonist finds out that he is responsible 
for his own fate, he almost invariably succeeds in negotiat-
ing with his spiritual problem and finally reestablishing 
his links with both family and humanity. 
M. Gilbert Porter rightly states that there is a 
pessimistic tradition in American fiction, which can be 
traced back to Puritanism, and that this tradition includes 
naturalistic fiction and current Black Humor fiction. 
Scientific materialism augmented theological determinism in 
the works of American naturalists such as Crane, Dreiser, 
Norris, and London. There was the suspicion that man was 
a victim of mysterious forces which he could neither under-
stand n_or control. Darwinian theories of evolution supplied 
an element of dread that man was merely a plaything of an 
indifferent cosmic process. 
But there is an optimistic tradition as well, one in 
which man is viewed as a resistant hero who is endowed 
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with free will. He is capable of heroism, self-renewal, 
and self-transcendence. The New England transcendentalists 
such as Emerson and Thoreau maintained this optimistic 
view. They held that man, if he lives in harmony with the 
spiritual essence of the visible world, can develop 
morally and fulfill a high destiny. Whitman saw the nation 
and also the world spiralling upward towards an ultimate 
union with the Divine. Saul Bellow, together with Ralph 
Ellison, Bernard Malamud, and Ken Kesey, is a neo-
transcendentalist who owes allegiance to this optimistic 
tradition in American literature. 2 Since Bellow's protago-
nists do not normally find smooth sailing through life, 
and since they reach a convincing kind of certitude only 
after profound spiritual struggles, it is possible to agree 
with Donald Markos that "In Bellow's fiction, Emerson's 
self-reliant and Whitman's life-embracing man survives in a 
somewhat diminished and battle-scarred, but convincing 
form. 113 
If Bellow does not lose faith in life, neither does 
he lose faith in his country. Almost all his novels take 
place in an American setting and his protagonists almost 
invariably end up proclaiming the Brotherhood of Man. This 
proclamation shows that his protagonists need both family 
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and humanity. Life is open-ended for these protagonists, 
and though they initially may relate only imperfectly to 
family and humanity, they gradually learn to adjust to their 
immediate families and to society. Thus, Robert D. Crozier 
is correct when he states that together with Salinger, 
Bellow is the forerunner of a more maturely intellectual 
d . . 1 . 4 an spiritua America. 
Chester E. Eisinger states that Bellow has possibly 
been influenced by Hasidism because the basic attitude in 
Bellow--the overwhelming need for love and the joy of life--
bears a remarkable similarity to the principles of this 
Jewish sect which arose in the eighteenth century. In our 
own time, Martin Buber has been the principal spokesman 
for neo-Hasidism. This movement binds one man to another 
in a relation of love and responsibility. The Hasid knows 
that man must endure intolerable suffering and that sin is 
possible. However, the Hasid also knows that redemption is 
possible for every human being. 5 
Certainly, the central tenets of Hasidism can be 
noticed in Bellow's fiction, a fact which shows that Bellow 
adheres very closely to the Jewish moral system. Eisinger 
has pointed out that in the hasidic life, the appetites, 
far from being despised, are encouraged. However, the 
Hasid cannot violate the moral code in order to satisfy 
his appetites. Bellow also feels that the desire for the 
satisfaction of the appetites should not be divorced from 
ethical considerations. He denounces the permissive 
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morality of characters such as Angela Gruner, Feffer, Walter 
Bruch, and Wharton Horricker in Mr. Sammler's Planet. In 
fact, mere sensuality becomes progressively dissatisfying 
for the Bellovian protagonist. Herzog, following the break-
down of his relationship with Madeleine, demonstrates that 
his relationships with many mistresses (Wanda, Zinka, Sono, 
etc.) have terminated because all these relationships were 
outside wedlock. He is cautious about Ramona, who contem-
plates'marriage. When Ramona shows sympathy for his ravaged 
condition and finally expresses her desire to marry him, 
he inwardly employs a criterion other than sensuality to 
judge her by. He wonders whether she would be kind to 
Junie, his and Madeleine's daughter. In Humboldt's Gift, 
Charlie Citrine is betrayed by Renata, and he recognizes 
her for what she is. But even before she deserts him, 
when she proposes marriage to him, he inwardly wonders 
whether she would push a wheel-chair for him when he became 
old. In The Dean's December, the dean gives up the habit 
of chasing many women. He has progressively disciplined 
himself to conform to the ideals of a monogamous relation-
ship. In fact, over the years, Bellow's protagonists have 
become more and more austere. 
Saul Bellow has made several statements about the 
goals that a writer should set for himself, and he has tried 
to adhere to these theories in his fiction. Bellow has 
said that the moral function cannot be divorced from art. 6 
For him, the task of a writer is extremely demanding because 
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the writer must have a profound knowledge of the human 
condition: 11 [T]he writer must find enduring intuitions of 
what things are real and what things are important. His 
business is with these enduring intuitions which have the 
power to recognize occasions of suffering or occasions of 
happiness, in spite of all distortions and blearing. 117 
Bellow feels that a writer need not be either unduly opti-
mistic or foolishly pessimistic: 11 [T]he idiocy of orthodox 
affirmation and transparent or pointless optimism ought 
not to provoke an equal and opposite reaction. 118 He thinks 
that a writer should be aware of the crisis in contemporary 
life: 
Adapting Gresham's theorem to the literary 
situation one might say that public life drives 
private life into hiding. People begin to hoard 
their spiritual valuables. Public turbulence is 
largely coercive, not positive. It puts us into 
a passive position. There is not much we can 
do about the crises of international politics, 
the revolutions of Asia and Africa, the rise and 
transformation of masses. Technical and political 
decisions, invisible powers, secrets which can 
be shared only by a small elite, render the 
private will helpless and lead the individual 
into curious forms of behavior in the private 
sphere. 
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Public life, vivid and formless turbulence, 
views, slogans, mysterious crises, and unreal 
configurations dissolve coherence in all but the 
most resistant minds, and even to such minds it 
is not always confident certainty that resistance 
can have a positive outcome. To take narcotics 
has become in some circles a mark of rebellious 
independence, and to search one's personal earth 
is sometimes felt to be the only honourable course. 
Rebels have no bourgeois certainties to return 
to when rebellions are done. The fixed points 
seem to be disappearing. Even the self is losing 
its firm outline. 9 
Bellow is also aware of the fact that the writer cannot pro-
duce great works of art out of the ingredients of poly-
morphous sexuality and vehement declarations of alienation. 10 
But Bellow is unwilling to believe that all possibilities 
for the betterment of either the individual or the species 
are destroyed. For example, Herzog, a representative 
Bellovian intellectual, writes the following letter which he 
never posts: 
"Dear Doktor Professor Heidegger, !_would like to 
know what you mean e.y the expression 'the fall 
into the quotidian.' Where did this fall occur? 
Where were we standing when it happened?" (!i_, p.49)· 
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Bellow is not looking for a facile solution to the 
problems that face and haunt contemporary humanity. In 
fact, when one notices Bellow's portrayal of the frighten-
ing chaos of the modern world, it is easy to see why Bellow 
feels that only strong links with both family and humanity 
can help to usher in a new age of human brotherhood. In 
his non-fiction To Jerusalem and Back, Bellow contemplates 
the violence in the world, specifically in Lebanon and 
Cambodia: 
What is the meaning of such corpse-making? In 
ancient times the walls of captured cities in 
the Middle East were sometimes hung with the 
skin of the vanquished. That custom has died 
out. But the eagerness to kill for political 
ends--or to justify killing by such ends--is as 
11 keen now as it ever was. 
In the same book, Bellow expresses the feeling of uncertain-
ty which creeps into human life when one considers the 
fact that for the first time in human history everyone has 
. l' . 12 gone into po itics. 
In Mr. Sammler's Planet, Bellow exposes the current 
sexual madness, making the protagonist, Samrnler, reflect 
that, 
The labor of Puritanism was now ending. The 
dark satanic mills changing into light satanic 
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mills. The reprobates converted into children 
of joy, the sexual ways of the seraglio and of 
the Congo bush adopted by the emancipated masses 
of New York, Amsterdam, London. (MSP, p. 32) 
- -
Sammler denounces the sexual madness that he sees around 
himself in New York with the moral indignation of an ancient 
Jewish prophet. He tells Angela Gruner, "New York makes 
one think about the collapse of civilization, about Sodom 
and Gomorrah, the end of the world" (MSP, p. 304). Bellow 
shows how the current sexual emancipation may produce the 
bizarre and perverse types of sexuality that Angela Gruner 
and Walter Bruch in Mr. Sarnrnler's Planet exhibit. Angela 
Gruner's sexual perversity has been discussed earlier. 
Walter Bruch, an older man, has an affair with a young lady 
and he admits to Sarnrnler that he has a habit of making 
fetishes of women's arms. 
Sarnrnler is also attuned to the signs of impending 
apocalypse. As a Jew, he experienced the holocaust, and 
his escape from the mass grave was providential. Sarrunler 
knows that the collapse that the world had seen might take 
place again. In fact, the destructive forces are raging 
in the contemporary world: "You could see the suicidal 
impulses of the world pushing strongly" (MSP, p. 33). 
Moreover, Bellow shows the curse that man is afflicted 
with when he dares to live without God. Sammler recounts 
an episode from the holocaust when he barely escaped with 
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his life. Sanunler killed a man whom he had disarmed. The 
man had begged for his life, saying "I have children" (MSP, 
p. 139). But Sanunler felt no mercy, because his own suffer-
ing at that time had dehumanized him. Deprivation had made 
him mad and wild. At the moment of killing the German, 
Sanunler had felt joy but, in retrospect, he admits that at 
that moment he was divorced from God. 
Sarnmler also feels that forces of· organized control 
can create madness in an environment. He says, "Madness is 
the attempted liberty of people who feel themselves over-
whelmed by giant forces of organized control" (MSP, o. 146). 
Bellow has always denounced false individuality--the kind 
of individuality that alienates man from the rest of 
humanity. Sanunler says, "This liberation into individuality 
has not been a great success. For a historian of great 
interest, but for one aware of suffering it is appalling. 
Hearts that get no real wage, souls that find no nourish-
ment" (MSP, pp. 228-29). Sammler, however, is still full 
of hopes for man and he is certain about what should be 
the goal of human existence: "The spirit knows that its 
growth is the real aim of existence" ( MSP, p. 2 36) . 
Bellow has not tried to soften the contours of reality. 
John Jacob Clayton is entirely right in saying that Bellow 
does not decry the fact that ordinary life is little con-
ducl·ve to human nobi'li'ty. 13 B 11 · · t t · l' e ow is agains ma eria ism, 
and one of the reasons why human life has lost some of its 
dignity is that it has become conunercialized. Herzog's 
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letter to the president reveals the menace that Bellow 
fears: "The life of every citizen is becoming~ business. 
This, it seems to me, is one of the worst interpretations 
of the meaning of human life history has ever seen. Man's 
life is not a business" (!:!., p. 11). 
Herzog is also aware of the fact that what man has to 
fear is the "enemies of life," and these enemies are power-
ful: "Come to the point. But what was the point? The 
point was that there were people who could destroy mankind 
and they were foolish and arrogant, crazy, and must be 
begged not to do it. Let the enemies of life step down" 
(~, p. 51). Moreover, Herzog is worried about unemployment 
problems, overpopulation, the race question, and the vio-
lence of adolescent gangs in the U. S. A. What Herzog 
vaguely has in mind is to of fer his house and property in 
Ludeyville to the idealistic Bhave movement. Although he 
actually doesn't succeed in doing it, still his concern for 
humanity is obvious. 
Bellow believes that in spite of his momentous mistakes, 
man still has a residual greatness because of which his 
history deserves to be continued. Sammler thinks, 
Underneath there persists, powerfully too, a 
thick sense of what is normal for human life. 
Duties are observed. Attachments are pre-
served. There is work. People show up for 
jobs. It is extraordinary. They come on the 
bus to the factory. They open the shop, they 
sweep, they wrap, they wash, they fix, they 
tend, they count, they mind the computers. 
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Each day, each night. And however rebellious at 
heart, however despairing, terrified, or worn 
bare, come to their tasks. Up and down the 
elevator, sitting down to the desk, behind the 
wheel, tending machinery. For such a volatile 
and restless animal, an ape subject to so many 
diseases, to anguish, boredom, such discipline, 
such drill, such strength for regularity, such 
assumption of responsibility, such regard for 
order (even in disorder) is a great mystery, 
too. Oh, it is a mystery. One cannot mistake 
it for thorough madness, therefore. (MSP, pp. 
146-47) 
Violence is incapable of solving the problems of the con-
temporary world. Mark Harris is right in stating that 
throughout Bellow's work violence is pointless, mad, and 
as:;cciit:ed with b.·:-c: inlessness. 14 Bellow favors life, peace, 
and civilization, and opposes guns and untimely death 
(Harris, p. 12). 
For Bellow, life is mysterious and, certainly, nobody 
knows enough about it. Therefore, the Bellow protagonist 
has to pass beyond the ideal construction which either he 
or his Reality Instructors invent. Ultimately, he has to 
bus to the factory. They open the shop, they 
sweep, they wrap, they wash, they fix, they 
tend, they count, they mind the computers. 
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For Bellow, life is mysterious and, certainly, nobody 
knows enough about it. Therefore, the Bellow protagonist 
has to pass beyond the ideal construction which either he 
or his Reality Instructors invent. Ultimately, he has to 
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weep. As Bellow puts it, "There is a man's own greatness, 
and then there is the greatness of his imbecility--both 
are eternal. 1117 
Bellow does not think that human capacities have 
diminished in the modern world: 
I do not feel that human capacity to feel and do 
really have dwindled or that the quality of 
humanity has degenerated. I rather think that 
people appear smaller because society has 
become so immense. Hugest of all are the fears 
that surround us. These are what makes it hard 
for us to determine our proper size and the 
importance of our deeds. 18 
For Bellow, man must "choose dignity''; he should love others 
and be courageous. Bellow also shows us that the individual 
possesses those qualities which can help him, if his will 
is perfect, to relate properly to both family and society. 
Ihab H. Hassan is right in saying, "Thus does the progress 
of Bellow's hero maintain a sense both of hope and humility. 
And thus does it disclose to us a form of human courage. 1119 
In several of Bellow's short stories, the protagonists 
either choose the virtues of dignity, courage, and love 
or endorse them. In a short story entitled "Leaving the 
Yellow House," the protagonist is an old woman named Hattie 
who has lived all by herself at Sago Desert Lake for twenty 
years. She has few neighbors, and when she has a car 
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accident, she is alarmed about her future. All her neigh-
bors express the fear that she cannot make it alone any 
longer. But she begins to recover. Bellow writes, "She 
[Hattie] was not to be miserable for long; she had the 
. f . "20 expression o a permanent survivor. Hattie can't think 
of anyone to leave her yellow house to in her will. There-
fore, while drunk, she leaves it to herself. 
In "Looking for Mr. Green," George Grebe, a white 
man, delivers relief checks in a district populated mainly 
by blacks. Grebe had got the job during the difficult 
period of the depression, and he wants to do well in his 
job. The epigraph reveals the moral lesson the story con-
tains: "Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with 
thy might." 21 One day Grebe goes out to find Mr. Green, a 
black, but he encounters many problems on the way: "It 
was an unfavorable day, too--fall, and cold, dark weather, 
windy" (p. 85). Grebe's chief warns him that he may have 
trouble locating the man because the black people might 
be suspicious of him. They might think that he is a 
plain-clothes detective, or an installment collector, or 
summons server. 
Just as Old Hattie shows courage in confronting the 
future boldly, Grebe shows compassion. He must have had an 
idea of what real poverty is like. He knows that Green 
needs the relief check very badly; therefore, he decides 
to find Green whatever the obstacles may be. Some other 
people are even amused by his persistence. Finally, Grebe 
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locates the apartment, and although he doesn't see Green, 
he sees a naked, drunk woman, who comes to open the door. 
Thinking that she must be Mrs. Green, although he is not 
totally sure, Grebe delivers the check to her. Grebe's 
desire to help Green shows not only his compassion for 
others, but also his overwhelming desire to make his own 
existence meaningful. In this story, Bellow shows that if 
man exercises the power of his imagination, he can under-
stand the plight of others, and then he can act properly in 
accordance with his knowledge. 
The short story "Dora" takes its name from the protag-
onist who is forty-two and who grew up as an orphan. Like 
Grebe, she is an admirable character who tries to do her 
job properly. As she herself indicates, her spirit is 
willing: 
I'm strong for a person of my size and in good 
condition from being active. Many women far 
from old give in, cry and worry. That's espe-
cially so with married women who begin to see 
their youth behind them. But I, as long as 
death doesn't collect me, I'll be and act the 
22 
same regardless--lucky I'm free from that. 
She doesn't care about her looks, for she doesn't intend to 
get married. 
Dora's room is in the back, on a court with three apart-. 
ment buildings. She is afraid of what she might hear at 
night: 
Not that, but a quarrel, a father and a son, a 
daughter home late and the parents waiting for 
her with all kinds of accusations, a married 
couple who have been storing up for each other 
like bad, horrible grease, and in the middle 
of the night all that hate begins to burn and 
stink . ( p . 18 9 ) 
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Nobody can help at such moments, for no one knows where 
exactly these sounds and screams are coming from. Bellow 
makes it clear that this screaming is due to mistakes which 
lead to pain, which in turn leads to further mistakes. 
One night, a fifty-year-old neighbor falls unconscious 
in his own room because of a stroke. Dora, with the help 
of another lady, removes him to the hospital. The man 
does not regain consciousness and Dora senses that he is 
not probably going to live. Although she lived with him 
in the same apartment complex, she was not acquainted with 
him. But she becomes aware of him after the accident, 
when she notices his strangely unattached condition. 
Nothing personal can be discovered about the man, except 
his social security card and conunercial letters. Dora 
realizes that the man is more alone than she, more alone 
than anybody she has ever known. Dora feels that people 
are getting to be like this man all the time, and she 
feels profound pity for him. 
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She doesn't miss a single day visiting this unconscious 
man. Her personality is profoundly altered. She tries on 
lipstick at midday while she should be working, and she 
visits him, knowing full well that he is probably not going 
to survive. 
In "Address by Gooley MacDowell to the Hasbeens Club 
of Chicago," the protagonist, Gooley MacDowell, is a poor-
man's Socrates. He says that we have too much advice, but 
Polonius-like, we cannot use it. In his speech, he 
emphasizes the need for both knowledge and happiness in 
human life: "I also say a knowledge to be true must be 
confirmed or arrive with a happiness, and we're a little 
thin on that side, too. 1123 
"A Talk with the Yellow Kid" is actually an interview 
with a famous con-man who is now old and reformed, although 
the police still keep a sharp eye on him. The Kid reveals 
that he made several fortunes by swindling, and lost as 
many as he made, always in legitimate enterprises. What is 
important for our purposes is that the Kid betrays a basic 
integrity: "I have never cheated any honest man, only 
rascals. They may have been respectable but they were never 
any good. 1124 
In "A Sermon by Dr. Pep," the protagonist Dr. Pep 
seems to be a crank. He says that by the use of euphemisms, 
modern man tries to disguise the fact that he, a rational 
being, is also carnivorous. The truth should be acknowl-
edged, and a man should pay the price for the sacrificing of 
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life that is being continuously made for him. But Dr. Pep 
is actually wise, for underneath his seemingly rambling 
thoughts, he raises profound questions about human conduct 
and endorses the virtues of love and compassion: "A 
billion years of devouring are behind us; will we even them 
up with as many of love and compassion before the earthly 
. . "25 time is up? 
Bellow also upholds the virtue of love in his short 
story "The Old System." Dr. Braun is the central character 
who recounts the family history of two of his deceased 
cousins, Isaac Braun and his sister Tina. "Braun now dis-
covered that he and Cousin Isaac had loved each other." 26 
Since there are two more survivors in the same family, we 
wonder why the deceased Braun alone arouses such feelings 
in him. Dr. Braun himself provides the answer, one which 
reveals the underlying basis of human relationships: "But 
in childhood, Isaac had shown him [Dr. Braun] great kind-
ness. The others, not very much" (p. 45). 
Only Isaac became a millionaire; the others, though 
well-to-do, couldn't amass such wealth. Tina bore Isaac 
a grudge, because, according to her, he did not give her 
and her other brothers any chance to become rich. Actually, 
the fault was not Isaac's. At a critical moment, Tina and 
the other brothers backed out of putting money into a 
profitable but risky investment. Isaac had to gamble; 
the others were not prepared to. As a result, Tina con-
siders Isaac as a "heartless man" (p. 63), saying that 
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Isaac would pick God's own pocket (p. 55). She also says 
that Isaac never had a tear in his eye unless the wind was 
blowing (p. 62). The quarrel between Tina and Isaac lasts 
for years. Eventually, the brothers make it up, but Tina 
does not and Isaac and Tina do not see each other for some 
years. Afterwards, Isaac remembers his father's affection 
for Tina, and that once Tina was his "baby sister" (p. 63). 
The pious thing before the Day of Atonement, a Jewish 
religious occasion, is to visit the dead and to exchange 
forgiveness with the living. Isaac visits Tina on these 
occasions, but she will not forgive him. Even when Tina 
has cancer of the liver and lies dying in the hopsital, she 
refuses to see him. After much pleading from others, she 
agrees to see him, provided he pays her twenty thousand 
dollars. Isaac considers his sister to be more important 
than the money. He brings the money and comes to see her 
in the hospital. But Tina refuses to take the money. The 
whole affair at the deathbed appears to have been planned 
by Tina as a test of love. 
The following thoughts come to Dr. Braun's consciousness 
as he considers the events of the past: 
And these tears! \\!hen you wept them from the 
heart, you felt you justified something. But 
what did you understand? Again, nothing! It 
is only an intimation of understanding. A 
promise that mankind might--might, mind you--
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eventually through its gift which might--might 
again!--be a divine gift, comprehend why it lived. 
Why life, why death. (pp. 82-83) 
When Tina dies, the Brauns shed tears. Dr. Braun feels 
that these tears mean something. Life is so mysterious 
that one cannot understand it totally, but one can intuit 
that the purpose of life is to reach out towards other human 
beings in a spirit of understanding, love, and compassion. 
Ultimately, it is through the exercise of these qualities 
that one can justify his existence. 
In his theoretical writings, Bellow has talked about 
the efficacy of love in human life: 
"To believe in the existence of human beings as 
such is love," says Simone Weil. This is what 
makes the difference. It is possible--all too 
possible--to say when we have read one more modern 
novel: "So what? What do I care? You your-
self, the writer, didn't really care." But this 
caring or believing or love alone matters. All 
the rest, obsolescense, historical views, man-
ners, agreed views of the universe, is simply 
nonsense and trash. If we don't care, don't im-
mediately care, then perish books both old and 
new, and novelists, and governments, too! If 
we do care, if we do believe in the existence 
of others, then what we write is necessary. 
A book, any book, may easily be superfluous. 
But to manifest love--can that be superfluous? 
Is there so much of it about us? Not so much. 
It is still effective against distraction. 27 
Bellow's advocacy of family cohesion is intertwined 
with his profound concern for the future of mankind. For 
him, love for humanity also means love for the family. 
Sammler's reflections reveal Bellow's love for the earth: 
And we know now from photographs the astronauts 
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took, the beauty of the earth, its white and its 
blue, its fleeces, the great glitter afloat. A 
glorious planet. But wasn't everything being 
done to make it intolerable to abide here, an 
unconscious collaboration of all souls spreading 
madness and poison? To flush us out? (MSP, 
p. 135) 
Bellow is also aware of the unity of man. He states that 
we must take our chance on a belief in the psychic unity 
f k . d 28 o man in . Bellow's awareness of the oneness of human 
life shows that it is possible for man to relate harmon-
iously to both family and humanity. Tony Tanner is correct 
in thinking that more than one Bellow figure is spurred 
to undertake a search for the eternal human spirit among 
h . f d . · 1 · . 29 t e ruins o mo ern civi ization. Frederick J. Hoffman 
points out that throughout his career, Bellow's concern has 
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been to show that a man's actions may be very absurd but 
h t t k h . h . . 30 e mus a e is c ances in society. 
Joseph asks himself the question, "How should a good 
man live; what ought he to do?" (DM, p. 39). Before he 
requests the draft, he finds an answer. The only thing 
left for a man is to join the Brotherhood of Man. Thus, 
Joseph says, "I had not done well alone. I doubted whether 
anyone could" (DM, p. 190). He realizes that "there are no 
values outside life. There is nothing outside life" 
(DM, p. 165). Herzog also makes similar discoveries. To 
Luke Asphalter, he says, "I really believe that brotherhood 
is what makes a man human" (~, p. 272). Herzog also realizes 
that man does not seek chaos; he seeks harmony all his 
days: 
"The dream of man's heart, however we may dis-
trust and resent it, is that life may complete 
itself in significant pattern. Some incompre-
hensible way. Before death. Not irrationally 
but incomprehensibly fulfilled. Spared by the 
clumsy police guardians, you get one last chance 
to know justice. Truth." (H, p. 303) 
Sarnmler, though he sees around him many people making fools 
of themselves, is still full of admiration for man. He 
tells Angela, "There is still such a thing as man--or there 
was. There are still human qualities. Our weak soecies 
fought its fears; our crazy species fought its criminality. 
228 
We are an animal of genius" (MSP, p. 305). 
Chirantan Kulshrestha rightly argues that "[F]rom 
Joseph to Citrine, Bellow's protagonists show a consistent 
attempt to outgrow their feeling that life is without 
pattern and move over to a position where they can exercise 
choices discriminately, acquire an awareness of their own 
significance, and affirm their faith in purposive values. 1131 
In the ultimate analysis, Bellow's view of life is religious. 
Kulshrestha rightly adds that "The religious view of life 
latent in Bellow's novels derives from two basic assump-
tions. Bellow considers it possible for an individual to 
step into religious life through a self-generated yearning 
for significance and to approach God through an acceptance 
of ordinary reality and the norms of ethical conduct" 
(Kulshrestha, p. 53). 
Bellow· is full of reverence for life. Mark Harris 
recognizes that this reverence for life is illustrated 
in Bellow's celebration of animals, plants, and trees. 
Bellow does so with his incomparable eye for the things of 
nature, their colors, their habits, and their motions of 
life (Harris, p. 163). As regards humanity, John Jacob 
Clayton perceptively points out that unlike Herman Wouk, 
Bellow does not affirm the present individual and the pres-
ent society, but their possibilities (Clayton, pp. 5-6). 
In other words, Bellow cherishes the best self in an in-
dividual; he wants man to prove that he is a noble creation 
of God. In a very important interview, Bellow declares that 
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some truths may be man's allies in a mysterious universe: 
"It may be . that truth is not punitive. I've tried 
to suggest this in my books. . There may be some 
truths which are, after all, our friends in the universe. 1132 
Bellow's message is at once humanistic and religious. 
It is a gospel which we find in the Bible: "Love thy 
neighbor as thyself." In Bellow's fiction, love for the 
family is just the first step to the goal of love for human-
ity. As Irving Malin indicates, "For the Jews the struc-
ture of the family incarnated universal structure. 1133 
Though the family is but one unit, it is a very basic unit 
in society. Without this unit, a larger society is not 
possible. I have not found any evidence in Bellow's 
fiction that the family is crumbling. One can say that 
the extended family is no longer fully operative. Parents 
die, and the conditions of modern life throw the siblings 
into different directions. They grow up and develop dif-
ferent types of personalities. But wherever they may be, 
there are basic ties that always bind them together. Be-
cause of the neurosis, cruelty, materialism, and greed of 
his partner, Bellow's protagonist may not initially find 
repose in marriage. He may himself partially be at fault. 
In either case, he traces the contours of the other women 
he meets, bleeding in his heart for the children from whom 
he is constrained to be absent. Sometimes, he succeeds in 
finding a congenial woman, and after the tempest, there 
comes a lull in his soul. Often he fails, and after taking 
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stock of himself and the situation of his life, he reaches 
a point of stasis. But he is also waiting for the next 
fray around the corner, when life will require him to 
march onwards in his quest for individuation and ultimately 
to effect a positive and proper relationship to humanity. 
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